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THE BEAUTY OF CHRISTMAS lies not just in the date, but in the feeling it gives...

She’s not the biggest fan of Christmas – which is akin to a major sin in the little town of Snowflake Hollow. And with a name like Holly White, it’s fitting that she owns the only B&B in town. The whole season is a huge deal, and the people coming to stay at the B&B are paying a premium to get the ultimate festive experience. She’s trying to keep the guests busy, but Hank the Handyman just broke his leg trying to hang the lights. Now she has to figure out how to make the holiday festivities happen all by herself.

Enter Lawson Lane.

Mister green eyes, tall, dark and handsome, has come home to see his mother over the holidays, and is surprised to see Holly as the owner of the B&B. When he notices her struggling to get things done, he offers a helping hand. Seeing Holly again and enjoying the holidays might take a Christmas miracle—or he might end up with a lump of coal in his stocking. 

It’s 12 days of festive fun, what could possibly go wrong?

Lexy Timms brings you a Christmas holiday romance! Join in the holiday spirit with a festive read and some laughs to get you into the Christmas season.
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​Holly


––––––––
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CINNAMON ROLLS ARE supposed to make the house smell good. Everybody with even the slightest hint of holiday spirit has cinnamon rolls around Christmastime because they make the house smell all festive. Which was probably why my house currently smelled like a cross between potpourri and charcoal.

The biggest window above the kitchen sink was standing open, and I was using one of the kitschy towels I brought out for the season to desperately wave the smoke out into the fresh, sharply cold winter air outside. The towel was one of the things I found in the box my grandmother left behind in this sprawling place. I was sure the little white ruffle on the bottom of the red towel and the row of tiny black buttons along the front were supposed to be adorable. 

I personally thought it looked like shrunken Mrs. Claus was decapitated, flattened, and dangled by a loop from the oven door. Somewhat different aesthetics happening there. 

The smoke trickling out of the slightly open oven was fighting back, and I was waving with extra vigor to get it all out into the frosty morning rather than letting it get to the smoke alarm when I heard knocking on the front door. 

From somewhere upstairs, a little boy’s voice gave an excited yell.

“Santa!”

This was the third time the six-year-old had decided he was so important Santa Claus was going to set aside all his other holiday season obligations and visit him personally. His family had arrived two days before. 

I heard Gregory’s footsteps scurrying down the hallway and starting down the steps. Muttering a few choice phrases that were most definitely not the refrain of “Jingle Bells,” I closed the oven door. I performed a few more frantic flaps of the kitchen towel toward the window, then tossed the towel aside and headed for the door. 

Gregory was already there. His little hand reached for the handle on the door and pulled it open. His face immediately dropped when he saw Hank the Handyman standing there on the front porch with a bright grin on his face. 

I probably would have thought his name was a joke if I hadn’t grown up in Snowflake Hollow when his father Harry the Handyman was all the rage in the home improvement scene. Now, Hank was here to carry on the family legacy. Speaking mystically, of course. He was here—here being the massive gray Victorian-era house set on the small hill on a large plot of land—to help get me out of a festive season bind. 

There was a stack of plastic totes behind him and a ladder leaned against the wraparound front porch that I was fairly certain weren’t there when I got up that morning. So, I figured he was geared up for hanging my Christmas lights. 

Well, not exactly my lights. Not technically, anyway. They were what was filling up all those totes behind him. They also weren’t really mine because it wasn’t like they were going on just my house. It was my house, technically, considering I lived there. But I didn’t have the space to myself. That was because the big house I didn’t even know my grandmother owned until she left it to me was actually a bed-and-breakfast. 

That’s right. I took my absolutely no knowledge of the hospitality industry, my questionable cooking skills, and a name I would always be just a little bitter toward my father for, and threw up a shingle as an innkeeper. Holly White, entrepreneur. 

Right then, I was Holly White, frazzled, frustrated, and far from festive. 

Fa-la-la-la-la-la-la-la-fuck all this nonsense. 

The thing was, if I didn’t own a bed-and-breakfast and was just hanging out in my own house, Hank the Handyman wouldn’t be standing on my front porch waiting to deck the halls or anything else. There would be no lights. No wreath. No inflatables or bows or jingly anything. Nothing cheerful or seasonal. Nothing to remind me that Jack Frost was nipping at my nose and Christmas was nipping at my ass. 

I was not a fan. There, I said it. The deep, dark secret that ranked right up there with murder in the town where I grew up. I just didn’t like the holiday season as a whole. I’d much rather have my feet kicked up on a beach somewhere with the big green guy himself, drinking something fruity and tropical and eating nothing that involved cinnamon or peppermint. 

Unfortunately for me and my sentiments, I was born and raised in the Christmassy-est place on Earth. And further unfortunately for me, I got swept up in my family loyalty after my grandmother’s death and decided it would be a fantastic idea to open up a bed-and-breakfast just a few months before it was time to start welcoming guests for the holiday season.

It really did sound great at the time. Of course, “at the time” was in the summer when the snow was gone, there wasn’t a twinkle light to be seen, and the closest thing to Santa I was dealing with was a caricature of him surfing across a window downtown for the Christmas in July sale. I was all sun-drunk and basking in the smell of hamburgers cooking on the grill and baseball playing on the TV. The idea of the holidays coming back and people actually coming to stay at the bed-and-breakfast seemed far in the distance.

And now here I was with less than a month to go, and none of the holiday season prep was done. Including decorating. Enter Hank the Handyman and his seasonal services. 

“Thank you for coming,” I said. “I know you’re probably really busy this time of year.”

The grin stayed firmly on his face as he shook his head. “Not really. Most everybody already has all their decorating done for the season. You’re my first decorating job in two weeks.”

“Of course I am.”

“Besides, I’m excited to tackle this old place. I’ve been eyeing it since even before your gran bought it. There’s so much potential. Do you have any particular vision for what you want it to look like? A theme or a style?”

“Christmas?” He laughed like he thought I was joking. Which was kind of adorable and sad at the same time. “Just go ahead and put the lights on however you think they’re going to look best.”

As I was saying this, the mail delivery truck showed up. I could already see a stack of packages on the seat and knew that meant there were even more tucked down beside her and possibly in the back as well. 

“I’m going to get started,” Hank said. “I’ll let you know if I have any questions.”

“Thank you,” I said, starting down to help the mail carrier. 

There was no need for her to try to juggle the entire assortment on her own. Especially considering how much lifting and delivering she was going to have to be doing over the next few weeks. I could only imagine how good of shape she was in by the time the holidays were over. If I was her, I’d probably admire it for a day or two, then blow it all on a couple of days locked in the house with milk and cookies. 

That’s one place Santa and I saw eye to eye. 

They would definitely have to come from the bakery, though, because I wasn’t the kind of woman whose kitchen transformed into a cookie factory as the clock struck midnight after Thanksgiving. Not in any kind of social commentary sort of way. Just in a lack of basic understanding of baking sort of way. 

Which would be why as I climbed up the steps, unable to see over the stack of packages in my arms, I could hear the smoke alarm going off. Apparently, my smoke-waving efforts did not pay off fully.

I rushed into the foyer and resisted the urge to just drop the packages. There was no telling how many different ways these things could be breakable, so I lowered them carefully, then took off toward the kitchen. Bursting through the door, I found Mrs. Greene, a guest who had been with me for a few days by then, standing in the kitchen and staring at the oven door. 

She was the age that made me absolutely positive she knew her way around one of these, and yet, she was staring at the glass front of the door like she thought it might take off like a spaceship at any moment. Which I could almost understand considering the glow of flame visible through the front.

Not only had she closed the door again, but she’d turned the heat back on, reigniting the already burned rolls. 

“Thank you so much, Mrs. Greene,” I said, trying my hardest to keep my voice calm and friendly. “I can take it from here. Why don’t you go on out and keep working on those Christmas cards you’ve been signing the last couple of days? Yesterday you said you were just about done.”

“Just twenty more,” she said.

I nodded. “Go get ’em.”

I kept grinning as she walked out of the kitchen. That woman’s tongue was going to fall off when it came to stamp-licking time. Maybe I should cut up one of the extra kitchen sponges under the sink and soak it with water for her. On the other hand, she did have kind of a rhythm going. Stopping her from licking the stamps might ruin the whole Christmas card process. And she was responsible for further incinerating the rolls. 

She smiled at me and gave a determined nod like I’d just given her the pep talk before the big game. Considering the massive stack of cards I’d already seen her sign and address since arriving, the one activity she had actually done, I thought the comparison was apt.

As soon as the door closed behind her, I turned off the oven, opened the door, and jumped back to avoid getting taken out by the billow of smoke that poured out. The flames weren’t nearly as big once I opened the door as I thought they were upon first glance. Which, granted, was still not a positive thing when talking about a kitchen appliance, but at least I wasn’t in the middle of a recreation of Backdraft. 

A few stiff smacks with the kitchen towel put out the small fire, and then it was all about handling the smoke.

The window was still mercifully open, so I was able to start wafting the smoke toward it the best I could. But this was going to call for more extreme measures. I rushed past the oven and through the door that led into the pantry. At the end was the back door, and I threw it open. Going back into the kitchen, I grabbed the headless Mrs. Claus towel and an oven mitt and started waving for all I was worth.

I had just found the groove in my smoke-removal flail when I heard a thud quickly followed by a shout. I paused. The smoke stung my eyes a little bit, but I was far more concerned about the second shout that followed quickly after the other, just after a decidedly metallic clang. That could not be a good thing. 

I tossed the towel and oven mitt aside and ran through the back door, then around the side of the house to the front. The shouting was now groaning, and I followed it to Hank lying on the ground tangled in a strand of big multicolored light bulbs. His ladder was beside him. And his leg was at an angle no leg should ever be. 

When the old poem talked about that clatter that arose out on the roof, this wasn’t what they had in mind. 

On the first day of Christmas, the Universe gave to me... a broken handyman and an insurance claim. 
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​Lawson


––––––––
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GROWING UP IN SNOWFLAKE Hollow was one of the greatest things to ever happen to me. Possibly the greatest thing. It sounds incredibly strange to say that, but it was true. My childhood in the tiny town was idyllic, and nearly all of my favorite memories still revolved around being there with my parents. I was an only child, but I never remembered being lonely or feeling like I was missing out on anything.

My mother and father were always doing something with me. I wasn’t one of those children who came home from school to an empty house or spent breaks alone in my room or kicking cans down the alleys. Kids still did that, right? Maybe not, but the point remains the same. Snowflake Hollow was small and tight-knit, but that didn’t mean it was boring. There was never a lack of things to do, and if my parents felt like we’d already done everything in the area enough or they just wanted to mix things up, they weren’t afraid to jump in the car for an adventure. 

I often wished I was as bold and outgoing as they were. These were the kind of people who would run outside in the middle of the night to catch the first snowflakes of winter on their tongues or slow dance in the middle of the grocery store aisle. I had the fantastic distinction of growing up kind of a nerd. I happily jumped into their adventures with them, but when I was in school, I didn’t share their same zest. I was more likely to keep mostly to myself with a small group of friends and a lot of books. 

That part might not have necessarily fit into that idyllic mold I was talking about. But it wasn’t miserable. I would say my teenage angst quotient was kept to a minimum, and my college entrance essay didn’t involve expounding on any trauma or massive hurdles I had to overcome. 

Even after I left for college, I came back frequently to visit. I loved the feeling of Snowflake Hollow and the sense that no matter what I encountered or was dealing with in the outside world, I could come back here and feel like everything was alright. Sometimes I’d pack up friends from school and bring them back to have Thanksgiving dinner with us so they wouldn’t spend the holiday alone.

And every one of them got to have the unique experience that was Snowflake Hollow at the holidays. Here, Halloween decorations didn’t linger. Carved pumpkins, cobwebs, and ghosts were welcome, but come November first, they better be on their way back to storage to make room for the Christmas extravaganza that seemed to explode right after the last house with candy poured into a trick-or-treater’s bag and turned off their porch light. 

Harvest displays intermingled with early Christmas lights and garlands, and by the time Thanksgiving actually rolled around, there were more polar bears than Pilgrims making up the decorations around town. If there was one thing Snowflake Hollow always did right, it was Christmas. The whole season. I looked forward to it every year. 

A lot of people think the whole magic of Christmas thing is only for children, but that wasn’t how it worked in Snowflake Hollow. Everyone got wrapped up in the spirit and got that special twinkle in their eye. Groups of friends or families bundled up and drank cocoa while they caroled around the neighborhoods without a single shred of irony. People greeted them at the door with cookies. Children and adults alike made snow angels during the rare wintery storms. Whispers about Santa came from people of all ages, and while the parents would look at each other with those knowing winks, there were times when even they would have a flicker of belief. Here in Snowflake Hollow, magic was real, and it was for everyone.

It got harder after my father died. There was less sparkle in the air after that. But my mother and I tried hard to keep all the traditions alive. She kept decorating and doing everything she could, and I kept coming back to Snowflake Hollow. Through college and the first few years of my career, I came back a few times a year and always felt like I was coming home.

But after those few years without my father, when the loneliness really started to settle in, my mother decided she couldn’t be in Snowflake Hollow without him anymore. She left and moved closer to her extended family, so that was where I started visiting. 

It had been a few years since then, and I hadn’t seen Snowflake Hollow since. My mother didn’t want to worry me when her medical problems started getting serious, and she decided to move back to our town without telling me. I didn’t know she was back until a few months back when she called to let me know that she was struggling on her own and had moved into an assisted living facility after selling the family home she’d kept for rental income over the years. 

My mind spun when I heard that. I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to the house. I didn’t get to help my mother move and settle in. It was like she’d made all these major decisions without me, and I felt left out of the entire process. But in a way, it didn’t surprise me. That was Mom. She didn’t like to cause trouble. She didn’t like to feel like a burden to anyone. Especially me. 

I’d been planning for my next trip to visit her to be at the holidays, so I just had to change where I was visiting. Now, I was back in Snowflake Hollow. It was a little bit surreal. After a lifetime of the town being like an anchor for me, I hadn’t seen it for years, and now that I was back, it felt like I hadn’t ever left. Everything was pretty much exactly the same as the last time I saw it. 

There were a few little differences. A new business or two had cropped up. Some people had freshened up the color of their shutters or added a new lawn decoration. But it still gave me the same warm, nostalgic feelings. I could still name the families in most of the homes and had specific memories of the stores, restaurants, and other spots. 

My car automatically went to the neighborhood where I grew up. I realized there was nowhere for me to go halfway down the street. The house was someone else’s. I still slowed down in front of it, just to get another look. Whatever family bought it had already gone full-on with the decorations. It was missing something without the lights on since it wasn’t quite afternoon yet, but I could see the potential. A flood of memories of my father washed over me. Decorating for Christmas was something he and I shared. My mother handled most of the inside of the house, but when it came to things like lights, signs, and inflatables, that was all Dad and me.

I could still see him planning out the lights starting in September, always wanting to try to improve on what he had done the year before. Then we’d get started in November. He made sure the lights were arranged in different sections that were individually operable so he could choose what to turn on each night. Throughout November, he would gradually turn on more and more every few nights. Then after Thanksgiving dinner, we’d have our grand illumination. 

I smiled at that memory. It still stung a little bit, but that was alright. A little bit of ache and missing him in my heart was well worth all the joy and happiness it still brought me to think about him. It was a whirlwind finding out my mother was back in Snowflake Hollow and everything was so different, but now that I was here, it was all worth it. 

I was home for the holidays. Even if it wasn’t quite the same and felt a little strange, I was excited. 

Giving one last look at the house, I drove out of the neighborhood and started across town. I’d made really good time with my trip into town, so I had arrived earlier than I expected. It gave me enough time to go by the bakery for some coffee and one of the incredible croissant sandwiches that showed up on the menu right around this time every year. Stuffed with turkey, gravy, and cranberry sauce, it was like filling an extra-buttery dinner roll with a holiday dinner and eating it straight from your hand. Essentially, nirvana. 

When I finished my early lunch, I made my way toward where I was staying. The realization that without the family home, I didn’t have anywhere to stay when I visited added to the overall shock of all the news from my mother. Especially considering Snowflake Hollow didn’t even have a hotel. I didn’t know quite what I was going to do. The thought of staying in a neighboring town went through my mind, but that wouldn’t be the same. 

That was when I heard there was a new bed-and-breakfast in town. As soon as I heard that, it made perfect sense. The town was adorable any time of year and a great place to visit, but at Christmas, it was a sight to behold. Tourists already came in from other towns just to take in the atmosphere and be a part of traditions like the annual outdoor market and fair. Having a bed-and-breakfast gave them a place to stay right in the midst of it all. And that was exactly what I was going to do.

I recognized where I was going as the GPS instructed me toward the far side of town. This was an older area of the Hollow, where big sprawling houses brought to mind generations before when wealthy people would come out of the cities to summer in the fresh, sweet air. Then they started coming for the holidays because it felt so much more personal and cozy. After a while, they just stayed, and Snowflake Hollow as a year-round town was born. 

For the most part, these houses were still occupied by the same families who lived in them all those years ago. But there was one, the biggest and most impressive of the old-style mansions, that sat on a small hill looking out over a large plot of land, that had been empty for as long as I could remember. Turning it into a bed-and-breakfast was a perfect idea. 

I pulled up in front of the White Christmas Inn and caught sight of something a little strange. A woman was up on a ladder leaned against the front of the house, struggling as she tried to hang an unruly strand of Christmas lights. I could already tell this was not going to go well for her, and I got out of the car as fast as I could. She was leaning precariously as I approached, and I could see she was definitely going to fall. I didn’t want to startle her by calling out to her and possibly making the crash worse, so I just rushed toward her and opened my arms. 

I managed to catch her right as she tumbled down. 

“Hey,” I said. “You’re okay. I’ve got you.”

The woman looked up at me and brushed a piece of hair away from her face. I couldn’t believe it. 

“Holly?”
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​Holly


––––––––
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I’M DEAD. I’VE DIED and am lying on the ground, just like Hank the Handyman, only I hit my head on the way down and my brains are spilling out to join with the red lights I was hanging. 

“Holly?” 

And now I’m being celestially chastised for being too graphic near the holidays.

My eyes were squeezed shut as I braced for whatever came for people who accidentally smashed themselves preparing for Christmas and may or may not have uttered a lot of unflattering things on the way down. Then I realized I wasn’t actually on the ground. I hadn’t crashed down onto the grass but was being held in someone’s arms. 

Perhaps my guardian angel had been slacking just a bit but had gotten himself together fast enough to scoop me out of the sky before I turned into a really unfortunate Christmas-season newspaper headline.

I opened my eyes and looked up at the face looking down at me. 

“Holly?” 

This time I saw his lips moving at the same time I heard him say my name. Maybe I actually had hit my head on the way down. There was no way a gorgeous man with perfect facial hair and sparkling green eyes saw me about to fall, snagged me out of midair, and happened to already know my name. That was not my luck. My luck was my guardian angel was too busy spiking his eggnog to notice that I was tumbling off the roof like Thelma and Louise going over the canyon. 

And yet, here he was, gazing at me like there should be music playing and maybe small children having a snowball fight behind us. In the no snow. At least I had that going for me this year. I wasn’t having to deal with slush and cold and scraping windshields and shoveling and all the other things that came with wintery precipitation everyone else seemed to anticipate with such excitement. 

The man slowly set me to my feet, and as I felt the cold ground under my boots, I realized that, in fact, I was not dead. I was very much alive. And very much embarrassed.

“Thank you,” I muttered.

“No problem,” he said. “Are you okay?”

I brushed myself off and nodded as I looked up at the man suspiciously. How did he know my name? Why was he impossibly handsome? How did he know I was going to fall? Why did he look like every guy in those terrible Christmas movies dominating just about every TV station right now, with his beanie and scarf and boots that didn’t look like he’d picked them up on the clearance rack at the discount store. 

(I did that. That was me. It occurred to me I was going to need them at some point and grabbed them on a whim. Add that to the list of bad decisions Holly made on a whim.)

The thing was, those men didn’t really exist. They were actors, playing a part and otherwise living in Hollywood and probably sipping on fruity drinks in eighty-degree weather right now. They also didn’t call me by name, ever. Maybe in my nightmares when I was questioning all my life choices, but not in real life. So unless this was a meta version of one of those movies during which I had gotten sucked into one and had to live it out, he couldn’t be a seasonal hero.

Yet, here this man was, decidedly real and standing in front of me. It was the slightly expectant expression on his face that was getting to me a little. The beanie on his head was pushed forward a little bit, probably from catching me, but otherwise, he looked... perfect. Too perfect. Like the rest of the damn town the second November first showed up. 

But that expression said he was waiting for something. It was the kind of expression people got when you ran into them and then realized you were supposed to be meeting them, or that you forgot a birthday or anniversary, or they thought you should know something and were waiting for you to say it, but you had no idea. 

The more I stared at him, the more awkward the silence got, but at the same time the more familiar he looked. I was trying to figure out who he was, because if he knew me, I must have met him before. But I would certainly remember him checking in.

“It’s Lawson,” he finally said, pointing at his chest. Clearly this was the thing I’d forgotten, and he was waiting for me to remember. “Lawson Lane.” Another pause. “From high school?”

At first, it didn’t ring a bell. He might as well have said he was King Rudolph from Christmas-hell-dovia. But then it started to come to me. He was taller now and most certainly had filled out in ways I never would have expected for the artsy, quiet kid I remembered. He looked like he might have eaten the kid I remembered from high school as part of a protein shake that did really fantastic things for him.

“Lawson?” I asked. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Well, that wasn’t very seasonally appropriate. 

Or professional.

Or grateful.

I was really going for it.

He laughed, his wide grin stretching across his face in a way that somehow made him even more attractive. 

“Catching you,” he said.

I blinked at him a few times before I realized he was telling a joke.

“Oh. Ha,” I said.

He laughed again. “I have a reservation at the bed-and-breakfast.”

“You do?” I asked. “I thought you lived here. I mean not here, here. I know you don’t live at the bed-and-breakfast. I thought you lived in Snowflake Hollow.”

“I used to,” I said. “But not anymore.”

“Oh. Oh!” I said, slapping my forehead with my palm. “That’s right, there was someone who hadn’t checked in yet for today. Right. I’m sorry. That must be you.”

“Yes,” he said, looking a little confused himself now. “Are you working here?”

“Kind of. I own it,” I said. “I apologize for not being ready for you. Hank the Handyman was over here doing all the lights and... he... fell. Broke his leg. Very terrible. Now I have to handle an insurance claim, which I guess makes me a real business owner now. Oh. And he’s hurt, which, of course, is terrible. But... I’m babbling, so I’ll just wrap this up.”

“That’s... a lot,” Lawson said, grinning. “He broke his leg?”

“I think so. Unless he has some pretty exceptional flexibility that extends to his bones and joints going in the wrong direction,” I said, trying desperately to stuff the words back in my mouth. Why couldn’t I stop talking? “That’s why I was up there. On the roof. With these.”

I gestured vaguely at the lights now strewn over the ground nearby. They were tangled in tiny balls of hatred and electricity. One of them was responsible for wrapping around my foot and causing me to fall. 

“That’s awful,” Lawson said. 

“Yeah,” I said. “I probably should have taken more warning from Hank. But I didn’t. Thanks for catching me, by the way. That probably wasn’t what you had in mind when you were thinking about checking in for your relaxing holiday getaway.”

“Not exactly, but I was happy to do it,” he said. “I’m just glad I got to you in time.”

“How lucky,” I said. “I mean, I’m lucky. I mean... let’s get you checked in. Come on,” I said. “These can wait.”

For all eternity.

“Great,” Lawson said. 

“Do you need help with your luggage?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, I can get it. Just give me a second. I left it in the car.”

He headed for his car, and I took the time he was rummaging in his trunk to chastise myself. This was not the kind of first impression I should be making with guests. Owning a bed-and-breakfast might not be the most well-thought-out plan I’d ever come up with in my life, and it definitely wasn’t going as smoothly as I would have hoped, but it was where I was in life. 

This was what I was doing now. Forget all those things I used to say when teachers would ask what I wanted to be when I grew up. I was now the smiling face of hospitality. And I needed to make it work because I didn’t have anything else going for me. It wasn’t like this was some sort of passion project I was doing on the side while I kept up with a regular career like a sane person. I threw everything into getting this place off the ground, and now it was my only option. 

Lawson got back to me, and we headed up the front steps onto the porch. I opened the door and stepped back to let him in first. He gestured for me to go ahead. 

“After you,” he said.

I didn’t know why that gave me a little flutter in my chest, but it did. I went in and led him into the small alcove where I set up the desk. I went around behind it and got the computer system up and running so I could get him checked in. Scanning through the reservations, I found his. 

“Yep, there it is. Lawson Lane. I don’t know how that name didn’t jump out at me when I was going over the reservations,” I said. 

“It’s been a while,” he said with a forgiving shrug. “And I’m probably not the only person in the world who has that name.”

“I would venture to say you are the only person with that name who will ever stay in this bed-and-breakfast,” I said, looking at the screen. “Alright, so it looks like you’re going to be staying with us for a couple of weeks.”

“Yep. Home for the holidays.”

I looked up at him and gave a tight smile. “Very sweet.” I took the guest book out from under the counter. This was one of the things I’d found with my grandmother’s plans for the bed-and-breakfast. It was a large leather-bound logbook ready to be filled with the names and comments of guests. I opened it on the counter. “Would you mind signing this for me?”

“Sure. Do you have a pen?”

I opened the drawer beside me, and as I reached in, I heard some of the other guests who had come down and are gathered in the parlor off to the side of the foyer. I usually put out some snacks in the afternoons, but today things had gotten a bit out of hand, so I threw together a basket of packaged options and plopped it on the table before heading outside to tackle the lights. 

“I was really hoping for more than this,” one of them said. “The pictures made this place look like it was going to be the most amazing Christmas ever.”

“I know,” another responded. “I was expecting decorations and music and for the whole place to smell like cinnamon. And there’s just... nothing.”

“It doesn’t feel like Christmas at all.”

They were talking in hushed tones like they didn’t actually intend on anyone hearing them, but one of the things about houses like this was they had great acoustics. Fantastic for the occasional thrown-together string quartet concert. Not so great for being subtle and keeping secrets. 

I took the pen out of the drawer and held it out to Lawson with a sigh. 

See? The house should smell like cinnamon. 
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HOLLY DIDN’T SEEM TO be having the best day. That was pretty obvious from the time I saw her toppling off the ladder with the Christmas lights wrapping themselves around her, but the sigh she just let out told me it wasn’t that one isolated incident that had her frazzled and upset. I figured it very likely had something to do with the guests in the room behind me talking about how disappointed they were with the bed-and-breakfast. Or, more specifically, how disappointed they were with the lack of Christmas feeling there. 

Not that I really blamed them. There was a distinct lack of seasonal spirit filling the home. There clearly weren’t any lights on the outside, and I didn’t see any decorations inside, either. There was no tree in the corner of the parlor that would be absolutely perfect for the purpose. There were no stockings hanging over the fireplace. Not even a garland or a piece of mistletoe to be seen.

Whether or not the house smelled like cinnamon was a bit up for debate. There was definitely a hint of something in the air that could possibly be associated with cinnamon, but it was acrid and bitter as well. Outside in Snowflake Hollow, it was like an enormous Christmas cracker had been torn apart right over the town. Inside here, it could have literally been any time of year. Well, any time of year other than Christmas. 

But while I felt for the family who had likely thought this was going to be like walking into a postcard, it was the worn-down, discouraged look on Holly’s face that was really getting to me. She was having a rough time, and I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be getting better anytime soon. Every day, the holidays were getting closer, and that meant the expectations were just going to keep getting higher. These people were going to keep getting more eager, and she was going to be the one standing between them and the festive overload they thought they were signing up for. 

I had the compulsion to try to make her feel better. She’d smiled at me outside, and while it was brief, I definitely wanted to earn another one. That smile was just as intoxicating to me as it was in high school. Probably more. Holly had grown up even better, which would have been almost impossible for my teenage self to imagine. 

While she continued the process of checking me in, I glanced at the decorative plaque on the front of the counter that had the name of the bed-and-breakfast engraved into it. 

“You did a really good job picking the name for the bed-and-breakfast,” I said. I gave an exaggerated backward lean to demonstrate I was reading the plaque out to her. “White Christmas Inn, Holly White, proprietor. That’s really cute.”

I was hoping it was going to give her a bit of a boost to know someone thought she was doing something well. Instead, Holly gave a slight roll of her eyes and a nod.

“I didn’t name it,” she said. “It had that name even before I opened it. It’s what my grandmother wanted to call it when she first got the idea. That wouldn’t be what I would call it.”

“Oh,” I said, trying to rally. “What would you have called it?”

She ducked down behind the counter, and I heard a printer churning. “A big empty house with a lot of rooms.” She came up with a printout in her hand and gave a discouraged sigh when she looked up from it and caught my eye. “I’m sorry. Again. As you might have just heard, this is the inn that stole Christmas.” 

“I guess you still aren’t the biggest fan of Christmas?” I asked. She looked at me questioningly. “I remember your distaste for it when we were in high school. I seem to recall you lodging a protest against any decorations that referenced Christmas, refused to sing in the chorus purely because of the winter concert, and had the head cheerleader sent to the principal’s office for bullying when she said ‘ho, ho, ho’ in your direction.”

Holly let out a derisive snort and nodded. I chuckled, and she rebounded, stretching a massive put-on smile across her face and giving a big sweeping gesture with her hand. 

“I mean, welcome to the White Christmas Inn. Where every day we’re dreaming of a white Christmas.”

She said it in her very best falsely cheerful advertising voice, and I playfully made a face. 

“Meh,” I said.

Her hand and expression dropped, and Holly shrugged. “I’ll work on it.” She grabbed a key off an old-fashioned pegboard behind her and came around the side of the desk again. “I’ll show you to your room.” We headed for the steps leading up onto the upper floors of the house. “All the guest rooms are on the upper floors. My wing is downstairs, and the room phones have a button that connects right to me, so if you need anything, you can get to me easily.”

“Good to know,” I say.

She glanced back over her shoulder at me, and I realized how that sounded. But she didn’t say anything about it, so I didn’t attempt to fix it. I likely would have just made it worse, anyway, so it was better to let it go.

“You booked one of the private bathroom suites. Good choice. But just in case there’s someone else in your room and you need one, there are two shared bathrooms on each floor.”

“Someone else in my room?” I asked, a little bit alarmed. I had not prepared myself for the possibility of making new friends quite that personally on this trip.

“I just meant if you had a visitor,” she said.

There was a hint of suggestion in her voice that said she was trying very hard not to say she meant a woman I brought back to spend the night with me. I shook my head.

“There won’t be any visitors,” I said. “It’s just me.”

It seemed a little ridiculous that I was so eager to clear the air and make sure she understood my current relationship status, but somehow, her tiny nod gave me a sense of validation. High school me was apparently still alive and well deep in the back of my mind. 

“Breakfast is served down in the dining room starting at eight every morning. It’s served buffet style, so you’re welcome to find a spot to eat it in one of the common rooms downstairs or bring it up to your room. I just ask if you do eat it up here you just bring the dishes down to the kitchen when you come back down for the day.” We got to my room, and she used the key to open it up. She stepped inside and opened her arm to welcome me in. “Here you go.”

I look around, taking in the room. It might not have been bursting with Christmas spirit, but it certainly had the quaint, cozy feeling a bed-and-breakfast was supposed to have. There was even a fireplace to one side and a rocker with what looked like a handmade blanket draped over the back nestled into the picture window overlooking the backyard. 

“This is great,” I said. 

She nodded, glancing around. For the first time, there was something that looked like happiness and even pride on her face. 

“It’s probably my favorite of the guest rooms. It’s not as big as the rooms I use for families, but it has the best window and the fireplace. That desk over there is also original to the house. It was here when my grandmother bought it.”

“Wow. That’s awesome,” I said. 

She nodded again, then seemed to go back into her professional innkeeper mode. “Towels and washcloths are in the closet in the bathroom. Just leave the used ones outside your door, and I’ll get them. There’s an extra set of bedding in the closet and a couple of extra blankets in case it gets really cold. Do you think you’ll need another pillow?”

I looked at the bed and counted four. “No, I think I’ll be okay.”

“Okay. Well, I like to think of this as a home rather than something like a hotel, so I avoid coming into the rooms. Housekeeping is offered once per week, but you’re welcome to fresh towels or linens whenever you need them. Just call and I’ll get them to you. There are some books on the shelves if you feel like reading. Downstairs, there’s a library with a lot more books. The living room has a fireplace and TV. There’s a sitting room with puzzles and games. The sunporch on the back of the house is a really nice place to sit. I serve snacks in the parlor each afternoon. 

“Other than that, there aren’t a lot of activities or anything here. I figured most people are visiting here so they can spend time in Snowflake Hollow, which has so much going on all the time, especially at Christmas. You shouldn’t miss the lights tours or the decorations down Main Street. The Christmas Faire is coming up. That is a favorite activity around here. There are games and food, an artisan market...”

“Holly?” I said, stopping her spiel. “I know. Remember? I grew up here. My parents used to have a booth at the market each year.”

“Right,” she said with a single nod. Her lips rolled in on each other, and she seemed to bite down on them as she looked around the room for something else to talk about.

I realized then that this woman had no real memories of me from high school. Some might exist somewhere on the very edges of her mind, but I doubted they had a lot of impact on her. I couldn’t really blame her. She was in a whole different realm than I was when we were in school. She was one of the popular girls, all of her attention getting poured onto the quarterback she was dating. She didn’t really fit in with most of the people of that crowd, but she was smart, beautiful, and seemed good at everything, so she was naturally at the top of the hierarchy. 

I was not. 

“Is there a time when the front door is locked so we can’t get back in?” I asked. 

I didn’t really need to know, and I felt like I’d chosen probably the most ridiculous question I could have, but something needed to fill up the silence and stop her from how awkward she obviously felt. 

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “There’s an electronic lock on the front door. The keypad has a code that will unlock the door anytime. 1225.” I did my best not to laugh at her, but she saw me biting my lips to stop it and nodded. “I know. But it’s easy to remember. It’s also Snowflake Hollow, so I could just prop the door open and leave it that way all the time and nothing would happen.”

“That’s probably true,” I said.

“Do you need anything? Anything else that could make your stay comfortable?” she asked. 

I knew it was probably something she asked everyone who checked in, but I liked it anyway. I shook my head. 

“No. I think I’ve got everything,” I said.

“Good. Well, then I’ll leave you to settle in. If you think of anything, let me know.”

She stepped out of the room and closed the door behind her. I hesitated for a second, then set my luggage down and started unpacking. It didn’t feel great knowing Holly didn’t really remember me, but at the same time, I was fully aware how silly it was for me to feel that way. We weren’t friends, I never did anything impressive enough to really stand out, and it wasn’t like I ever told her about my crush on her. 

I’d thought about it so many times. I fell head over heels for her the second I saw her, and it never faded. There were plenty of times when I thought it was just going to drive me crazy if I kept holding it in and not doing anything about it. Even though I knew she was going to reject me off hand and it would probably be the most embarrassing moment of my life, I would have at least gotten it off my chest and wouldn’t have to carry it around with me anymore. That rejection might have been just what I needed to get over the crush and think about something else. 

But telling myself all those things was a whole lot easier than actually gathering up the courage to do them. And that part never came about. I couldn’t bring myself to walk up to the quarterback’s girlfriend and tell her I had feelings for her. This was the girl who sat beside the most popular, powerful, and influential guy at school in the convertible during the Homecoming parade. The one who got dressed up and went to every Friday night football game so when the team won, he could bring her down onto the field and make a big show out of kissing her in front of everyone. 

They were the golden couple. Everyone saw them going far in life. Everyone but those of us who could see right through the guy and knew he was trouble. Good-looking and wealthy, sure. But also arrogant, indulged, and tainted by the kind of parenting that told him he was the very best at everything he ever tried, was always right, and could have and do anything and everything he ever wanted. 

I didn’t see expressing feelings toward his girlfriend would go over particularly well. Instead, I just relied on the possibility of her figuring it out for herself. I figured it was obvious since I was so incredibly into her, and being smooth was never really my strong suit. But she was so wrapped up in her quarterback it was like she didn’t know anything else even existed in the world. 

That was part of the reason I was so surprised she was there. The last thing I knew about Holly, she’d never come back to Snowflake Hollow after leaving for college. I told myself it didn’t really matter. I was just here for a visit, and I hadn’t even known she owned the place when I made the reservation. It wasn’t like I was here specifically to be near her again. 

I finished unpacking and called my mother to let her know I’d made it. She told me she couldn’t wait to see me, and right as I was telling her I would come see her soon, I heard a loud crashing sound coming from outside.

“I’ve got to go, Mom. See you soon. Love you,” I said.

I got off the phone before she even responded and rushed to the window. I couldn’t see anything, but when I opened a segment of the picture window and leaned out, I could most certainly hear Holly. Rushing out of my room, I rushed downstairs and looked out through the long glass panels positioned on either side of the door. I could see Holly flailing around, kicking lights tangled around her again and the ladder on the ground. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Five

[image: ]




​Holly


––––––––

[image: ]


I WAS GOING TO NEED to invest in some soundproofing for one of the easily accessible downstairs rooms at the bed-and-breakfast. When I was having a day like the one I was having, shouting out “sugar plum fairies!” didn’t have quite the zip I was looking for. I needed an escape room where I could lock myself for brief periods of time to flail around and say all the things I really didn’t want my guests to hear me spouting off. 

After hearing the scathing review of the inn from those guests, I decided I really did need to get a move on with the whole preparing for the holidays thing. I couldn’t let my first season also be my last. This might not have been the very best idea I’d ever come up with in regards to my future, but it definitely wasn’t the worst, either. At least this had some chance of viability if I could get myself together enough to make it work. 

That was the thought that made me head back outside after leaving Lawson in his room. These lights weren’t going to win. A strand of multicolored light bulbs wasn’t the boss of me. I was the boss of them. They were going to get in place on the house, light up like a magical freaking wonderland, and give these people the holiday of their dreams. 

As determined as I was when I marched back out there, all the mantras in the world weren’t going to save me from the lights. I was back to fighting with them as if they somehow knew I was a traitor who couldn’t wait for this whole thing to be over when Lawson came out onto the porch. None of my other guests seemed to notice I was in a battle for my soul against some twinkle lights. Or they just didn’t care. Which wasn’t very Christmassy of them. But Lawson looked concerned. 

“I thought you’d given up on the lights,” he said.

“I didn’t give up on them,” I said. “I fell away from them. But I still need to get them up.”

Glaring at the ladder, I decided getting that standing properly could be the first step in an effective light-hanging strategy. I dropped the lights and went over to the ladder to get it back in place. 

“Would you like some help?” Lawson offered.

“Nope,” I said. It came out as somewhat of a grunt as I wrestled the ladder into place. “You aren’t here to work. You’re here to relax and enjoy your holidays.”

I got the ladder into place and let out a breath, brushing my hair back over my forehead. 

“No,” he said, coming down the steps toward me. “Actually, I’m here to visit my mother. Besides, you look like you’re having a rough time, and I’m taller. I have more of a reach without having to lean. And I even have some experience hanging lights. Just let me help you.”

He reached down for the lights, and I watched as he started untangling them and wrapping them into a large loop around his hand and elbow. Maybe my mantra had drifted into the house and gotten to him, because he was certainly determined not to let me be the only one messing with the lights that day. 

“You know, not for nothing, but the last two people who tried to wrangle those lights ended up falling off the ladder,” I said.

He grinned at me. “Clark Griswold did, too.”

I shook my head. “That is not really an argument in favor of your side. He isn’t really the ultimate in Christmas success icons.”

“But his house ended up being the best one on the block, right?” Lawson said. “And by the end, he had everyone in the front yard, singing and celebrating, and they thought it was the best old-fashioned family Christmas they ever had.”

“It was the only old-fashioned family they ever had,” I said. “That was kind of the entire purpose behind the movie.”

“And the point of the Grinch isn’t that he stole Christmas, is it?” he asked.

Damn. That was a good one. 

“Alright,” I said. “Go ahead.”

He grinned and headed up the ladder with the lights slung over his shoulder. I braced myself, not sure if he fell I would be able to return the favor of rescuing him. But he didn’t seem to need my help. He got right to the top step of the ladder, obediently respecting the note on the very top that said it wasn’t a step, and started stringing up the lights. I’d managed to spend enough time on the ladder that I’d gotten the staple gun up on the roof, so he snagged it, and within what seemed like a few seconds, he already had the whole distance he could reach to either side securely strung. 

“Tell me you have more lights than this,” he called down to me.

“Oh,” I said, nodding. “Yeah. I have plenty.”

I gestured over to the stacks of plastic totes Hank brought but that had never gotten as far as to be unloaded. 

“Perfect. Bring me some,” he said. “Not going up and down dramatically reduces the risk of falling off the ladder.”

He chuckled, and I flashed him a thumbs-up. 

“Good tip.” I went to the stack of totes and disassembled it so it was just a row across the grass. I popped the tops off all of them so I could look inside and see what I was working with. “What kind do you want?” 

“What do you mean?”

“It looks like I have white ones and colored ones and little ones and big ones.”

“Well, options are always useful. But I think we should probably go with the same kind that I’ve already strung if you want to go for a traditional look. If you want to get avant-garde with it...”

“No,” I said, shaking my head as I pulled out several more coils of lights and handed them up to him. He looped a couple over his shoulder and set the rest on the roof. “No, I do not. I am going for real Christmas. You are familiar.” I made a swirling gesture with one hand to encompass the entire building. “Just do... that.” I started inside, then scurried back down the steps. “Are you okay out here by yourself for a minute? You don’t need me to hold on to the ladder or hand you more lights or anything?”

“No, I’m good. It’s a good, stable ladder. I should be able to handle it,” he said. I was at too far of a distance to be positive, but I was pretty sure I saw a twinkle in his eye when he said it. 

“Okay, because I was just going to go inside and set out some apple cider and snack mix in the parlor. But if you need me to be here to... assist in any way, I’ll stay,” I said.

Lawson shook his head. “You go ahead. I have enough lights here to handle the rest of the porch and probably at least one side of the house. Then I’ll move over to the other and the back.”

“That sounds like a lot of work. You really don’t have to do it,” I said. “I could probably find another handyman somewhere. There has to be a Harold or a Henrich or something around here or maybe in the next town.”

He laughed, continuing to put up the lights with no sign of instability or potential falling. “Don’t worry about it. I’m having fun.”

I hesitated, waiting for him to change his mind. When he didn’t, I went in and headed for the kitchen to get out the snack for the afternoon. I hauled a slow cooker into the parlor and set it up on a card table rather than putting it on one of the pieces of antique furniture. Plugging it in, I filled it with apple cider and spices, then went back for the snack mix. I put it in a large ceramic bowl decorated with snowflakes and set it out on another table with napkins, ramekins, and cups. 

When I was finished, I filled a cup with the cider and a ramekin with the mix. The cider hadn’t had a chance to warm up yet, so I brought it back into the kitchen for a zap in the microwave before carrying it outside to Lawson. He was coming down the ladder as I walked out, and I held the snack out to him. 

“Here you go,” I said.

He smiled as he accepted it. “Thank you. Is this my version of room service?”

“You’re taking all this time to string my lights for me. I figured the least I can do is bring you a snack.” 

He took off his gloves and filled his palm with the snack mix. Tossing it back into his mouth, he chewed for a second, then gave a nod of approval. 

“This is delicious,” he said. 

I shrugged. “It’s just various cereals mixed with copious amounts of butter and packets of seasoning I get at the grocery store. But just the smell of it reminds me of Christmas. It’s one of the few things that does that to me that I actually don’t mind so much. My grandmother used to make it every season. Technically, the recipe includes pretzels and peanuts, but she always used to say she didn’t have time for all that mess. She was straight-up cereal, and that was just the way it was.”

Lawson chuckled and ate another handful before sipping his cider. He finished his snack, then headed back up the ladder to finish up. He made quick work of the rest of the lights, and soon we were standing back to admire the lights. Albeit unlit lights, but lights nonetheless.

“They’ll look better in the dark,” he said.

“I’m just glad they’re there now,” I said. “Thank you. Really. I appreciate it a lot.”

“It wasn’t a problem. I was glad to be able to do it for you.”

We started inside, and just as I was closing the door, the big grandfather clock in the foyer chimed. Lawson’s eyes snapped to it. 

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said, digging his phone out of his pocket to compare the time on the clock and the one on the screen. “I just didn’t realize what time it was. I need to get over and see my mom before it’s too late in the day.”

“Okay. I’ll see you later,” I said. 

He smiled. “See you later. 

I watched him leave. Why was I just now noticing this man? Why couldn’t I have just noticed him while we were in high school rather than wasting all my time on the jerk quarterback who monopolized me all four years and then dropped me as fast as he could when something he thought was better came along. 

The sound of the smoke alarm blaring inside again broke my musings. My head fell back, and I closed my eyes, hoping for a moment of serenity. It didn’t come, so I settled for a few more creative Christmas-themed curses as I rushed inside. I found Mrs. Greene standing in front of the oven again. This time, the smoke was spiced cereal-scented. 

“Hi, Mrs. Greene,” I said. “Is there something I can help you with?” 

“I thought it would be nice for the snack mix to be warm,” she said. “Do you think I put it up high enough?”

She had it on the high broil setting. 

I shooed her out of the kitchen as diplomatically as I could and worked on getting the smoke out as I contemplated the merit of a padlock on the kitchen door. I was sure I could come up with a creative way to make it look less foreboding. 
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I DIDN’T KNOW EXACTLY what to expect when I went to the assisted living facility to visit my mother. She’d told me about it and always seemed happy when she described the amenities or the friends she made. But there was the worry in the back of my mind that she was just saying that to make me feel better because she knew how upset I was that she’d done all this by herself. I worried I was going to show up and it would be run-down and miserable, that she would not be getting the treatment she deserved or that she would be spending all her time alone. 

I also worried her health was far worse off than she’d told me. I didn’t want to think she was suffering or that her condition was deteriorating, and she was waiting for my Christmas visit to tell me, but I didn’t know. I never would have thought she would have sprung something like selling the house and heading into a facility on me, either. 

As much as it upset me, it wasn’t like I was mad at her for the decision she’d made. It was hers to make, and I didn’t have any say in it. My mother deserved to do what was right for her regardless of what anyone thought. I couldn’t even imagine what she had gone through already with losing my father and then facing the series of medical issues that brought her back to Snowflake Hollow and eventually into the facility. There was no way it was an easy decision for her. It would be beyond selfish of me to think I should be allowed any emotion surrounding it or how she made it. 

I just wanted to know she really was safe and happy. And that I didn’t need to be so worried about her all the time. My mother was what I had left in this world. She had always encouraged me and made sure I had every opportunity possible. She made sure I knew I had the ability to pursue my dreams and make them happen. Wanting to be able to take care of her and give her a good life was one of the reasons I worked so hard to get where I was.

It was a pleasant surprise when I went into the facility with her. It was beautiful and welcoming, very different from what I had in my mind. I found her in a common room with several other women, laughing and talking as they played cards. She looked as happy as she told me she was. Maybe a little more tired than I would like, but happy. 

Her face lit up when she saw me, and I met her with a hug. She felt a little more frail and a little weaker than the last time I saw her, but she was smiling and seemed like she felt good. She immediately brought me over to her friends to meet them, then led me to her little independent apartment. We spent the next few hours sharing memories and visiting. It felt at once like it had been years since we’d seen each other and like we had just been together a couple of weeks before. 

I stayed until late in the evening. Mom didn’t want me to leave, but it was obvious she was exhausted and just needed her rest. As she turned on her favorite evening TV show and sipped at her favorite cup of tea, I kissed her head and promised I would be back to see her soon. 

It was dark by the time I pulled up to the bed-and-breakfast. The lights were glowing, and it looked much more welcoming than it had. There was still room for improvement, but I wasn’t worried. That could be taken care of easily. 

Walking up to the house, I noticed Holly sitting in one of the white gliders on the front porch, wrapped up in a blanket. She lifted a mason jar to her lips as I climbed the steps and let out a little sigh, nuzzling deeper into the blanket as she swallowed. 

“Hey,” she said. “How’s your mom?”

“She’s good,” I said. “I really like the place where she’s living. She seems happy.” 

“That’s good to hear.” She took another sip.

“What are you drinking?” I asked.

Holly lifted the glass and looked through the side into it as if she had forgotten what she’d put in there. 

“Hot spiced alcohol,” she said. 

I laughed. “You probably deserve it after the day you had.” She lifted the glass toward me like she was making a toast to the fact that the day was almost over. “Mind if I join you?”

“Go ahead,” she said, gesturing to the other pieces of furniture on the porch. 

I chose a chair to the side of the glider and sat down. It was a cold night, but I was still bundled up in my coat, gloves, hat, and scarf, so it didn’t bother me much as I sat there with her. It was nice to just enjoy the glow of the lights and the fresh air. We sat there in silence for several seconds, and Holly was the one to finally break it.

“How did you know I don’t like Christmas?” she asked.

“I told you, I remembered those things you did in high school,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “I just mean, how do you remember that?” 

I shrugged, looking out over the yard again for a moment before meeting her eyes again. 

“It just stood out to me. Everyone would always get so excited when Christmas was coming up. They wanted to participate in the festival or the market, or they were just planning on going and talked about what they were going to wear and who they were going to go with for weeks leading up to it. But you never did. You never wanted anything to do with it, and I remember you actually refusing to participate in things even when the clubs you were a part of had something to do there,” I said.

Holly sighed, looking down in her cup for a second. “That makes me sound really terrible.”

“No, it doesn’t. You don’t have to be a rabid fan of Christmas in order to be a good person. And it doesn’t make you a terrible one to not want to participate in the same things as everyone else.” She still looked sad, so I gave a shrug and leaned back in my chair. “I mean, I did hear from a couple of people that you were known for snapping candy canes in half and kicking plastic Santas on people’s lawns. That’s kind of mean.”

“Candy canes are offensive to shepherds, and those Santas had it coming,” Holly said with a straight face. We looked at each other and chuckled. She shook her head and let out a breath. “I don’t know. I just never liked it. Even as a kid. It’s not like something super traumatic happened that tainted Christmas for me or anything. I do have some really happy Christmas memories from when I was little. When I got older, it just wasn’t as much fun, and it started to feel so forced and artificial. It was like everybody went off into this weird fantasy world and forgot about reality for a while.”

“And that’s a bad thing?” I asked.

She looked at me strangely. “Forgetting about reality? Yes. I would say that’s a bad thing.”

“I don’t think so. I think it would be awful to not have the chance to escape reality, at least for a little while every now and then. That would mean no movies. No TV. No theme parks.”

“Those are different than being obsessed with an entire season. Acting like everything is so magical and special and heartwarming when it’s the same stuff that happens every single year,” Holly said. 

“It’s not acting if they really feel it. And just because something happens every year doesn’t mean it’s not magical. In fact, I think that having a chance to look forward to things and enjoy them every year is magical on its own,” I said. She nodded but didn’t say anything. “How did you get wrapped in a bed-and-breakfast, anyway? It doesn’t seem like something you’d be into.”

“That would be accurate,” she said. “And I didn’t choose it. Not exactly, anyway. Well, I guess I did, but not because I wanted to. I don’t know if you know that my grandmother raised me.”

“I think I remember that,” I said.

“Alright, well, she did. And she was amazing. She even understood when I told her I didn’t want to come back to Snowflake Hollow after college. She wanted me to go out into the world and find my own way. Find what was going to make me happy. So, I did. When she died earlier this year, I came back to settle everything. I found out she bought this place. I had no idea. She never talked to me about it. Probably because I would have told her I thought opening a bed-and-breakfast was a crazy idea for someone without any experience doing something like that. 

“I found all these plans that she’d made and her journals with notes in them talking about everything she dreamed about for it. It really was a huge dream for her. It was something she wanted so much but wasn’t ever able to achieve. So, I decided to do it for her. I was going through kind of a transitionary period in my life anyway and thought this would be a great way to get a fresh start. I wanted to make sure my grandmother’s dream comes true so people can come enjoy the wonderland of Snowflake Hollow if that kind of thing is their jam.”

I laughed, but there was also a little lump of emotion in the middle of my chest hearing her talk about her grandmother and what she was willing to do for her. I was impressed by Holly and even more glad I was staying at the White Christmas Inn. I already had the inkling I wanted to make this season easier for her, but right then, I decided I was going to do everything I could to show her that Christmas didn’t have to be something she dreaded. I was going to help her make and keep her guests happy. 

We stayed out on the porch a little longer before Holly announced she needed to get to bed. I walked inside with her and said good night, then headed up to my room. After a shower, I slipped into bed and fell asleep, feeling optimistic about the next day. ​​
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Chapter Seven
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​Lawson


I woke up the next morning with that feeling that comes after having a night of great dreams, though I couldn’t remember any of them. I got out of bed thinking about the plan I’d come up with for the day and got dressed. On my way downstairs, I could hear voices drifting up toward me from the dining room. It seemed I was the last of the guests to come down for breakfast, but I didn’t really care. I was more than happy to linger behind everyone else and be the last to be there with Holly. 

The family we overheard complaining about the lack of festive atmosphere was crowded around the dining table, digging through the buffet while what looked like three other guest groups jockeyed for position, waiting to find a gap they could get into to fill their own plates. 

I stood at the doorway, trying to use my height to my advantage to be able to see the food and decide what I was going to eat. If anything was left when I made it up to the table, that is. Glancing around the room, I didn’t see Holly. I didn’t expect her to be hovering around at the side of the room waiting to jump in and serve the guests of anything, but I was a little disappointed to not see her. 

The family had just moved away from the table, creating room for the next set of guests, when I heard a thud in the kitchen. That probably wasn’t a good thing. Leaving the dining room, I went to the kitchen. The door was closed, but I could hear some strange sound coming from the other side, along with mumbling that was decidedly less than cheerful. I knew I likely wasn’t supposed to go into the kitchen, but I wanted to make sure Holly was alright. 

Opening the door a little, I peeked into the kitchen to see what was going on. Holly was standing beside an open window, holding a tray of something outside and muttering at them angrily. Smoke rose up from the little blackened chunks on the tray and drifted out into the December morning. The smell coming from it wasn’t nearly as pleasant as the fireplace smoke I was used to seeing billowing out of the homes of Snowflake Hollow in the early mornings and late evenings. 

Holly waved at the smoke and continued to mumble. I couldn’t understand anything she was saying, but I had a feeling it wasn’t encouraging. I didn’t want to laugh. I could tell she was frustrated and upset, and I didn’t want it to seem like I was making fun of her in any way. But it was just such a funny image, I couldn’t help but chuckle a little. 

When she heard me, her head snapped up, and her eyes shot over to the door like she was bracing herself for who was standing there. Something close to relief washed over her face when she saw it was me. She went back to waving the smoke out the window. 

“All the food is out in the dining room,” she said. Then she paused and sagged, her head dropping a little. “If there’s anything left. Is there anything left?”

I nodded and went further into the room. “There is. I didn’t get a chance to get close to the table, but from where I was, it looked like there was still a good bit left. I just heard a thud and came to check on you. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, that was just the oven door,” she said. “I baked.”

“I can see that. It looks like you baked a lot.”

She shook her head and glared at the little blackened chunks I now knew started their lives as cinnamon rolls. “They are my nemesis.”

“Cinnamon rolls?” I asked. She rubbed her shoulder with the hand holding the kitchen towel she was using to sweep the smoke out of the room. I went over to her and reached for the tray. “Let me take a turn.”

“I’ve got it,” she said. 

“Just take a break,” I said. “Go out and check the food in the dining room. It will make you feel better.”

She nodded as she handed me the tray. I went to work getting the rest of the smoke out of the room as Holly slipped to go to the dining room. When she came back, she crossed to the refrigerator and started pulling out containers of food. Serving bowls were already laid out on a small table off to the side so she was able to fill them and replace the dishes out in the dining room. 

“Apparently, yogurt and granola are the hot new thing,” she said, dumping a container of vanilla Greek yogurt into a bowl, then filling another with granola from a glass container from the counter. 

“I didn’t realize people ate that in the winter,” I said. 

“Good enzymes and fiber are popular nutritional choices at all times of the year,” she said. 

I chuckled as she dramatically picked up the bowls and swept out of the room. The smoke was gone, so I brought the tray back inside and closed the window. I wasn’t sure what to do with the incinerated rolls. I figured they weren’t salvageable as anything edible, but perhaps she could toss them into the fireplace to fuel a fire later in the evening. I set the tray onto the counter and waited for Holly to come back. She came into the room a couple of seconds later with empty bowls in each hand. 

I stepped aside as she brought them over to the sink to rinse before putting them in the dishwasher. 

She saw the tray of rolls sitting on the counter and stared at them, sighing. 

“You want to tell me why you are in what seems to be a fairly protracted conflict with cinnamon rolls?” I asked. 

Holly picked up a metal spatula and started chipping away at the bottom of the rolls to try to pry them off the tray.

“I have never been able to make a batch that doesn’t burn. I’ve tried different recipes with different oven temperatures and lengths of baking time. And no matter what, I just can’t seem to get a batch to survive the baking process and make it out onto the table for people to eat. And I have to,” she said.

“Why?” I asked. 

“Because they are the quintessential festive breakfast, and you heard those people in the parlor. They came here for festive,” she said.

“They seem to be perfectly happy with the yogurt and granola. You had to refill it.”

“They can’t fuel their holidays on yogurt and granola alone,” she said. “If they are going to have the best holiday ever, they need baked goods. With cinnamon. And hopefully a nice swirl.”

I wasn’t sure why those particular specifications were so important for a holiday breakfast, but the way Holly was bashing at the rolls with the corner of the spatula told me there was a lot of significance to them. Little bits of the charred rolls splintered off and went flying through the air. I reached for the spatula to stop her.

“Alright. I think we can just let this sit for a bit. Is there anything else I can do to help you?” I asked.

“Well...”

Almost as if I could be heard out in the dining room, a voice shouted in that they were out of coffee. Holly looked at me, and I nodded. 

“I’m on it. Where’s the coffee maker?” I asked.

She pointed me to the other side of the kitchen, and I saw a small machine sitting on the counter with a basket of supplies beside it. I stared at it for a few seconds. That was definitely not the kind of machine I expected to see in a bed-and-breakfast. She was pretty committed to the idea of cinnamon rolls being crucial to the Christmas experience, but I was certain if there was one thing that needed emphasis anytime there were several adults around a place for breakfast, it was coffee.

This machine made a single pot at a time, which I couldn’t imagine sustained them for long. 

“Something wrong?” Holly asked. “Do you know how to use that kind?”

“I was just wondering how many times you have to make coffee every morning,” I said.

“A bunch. People really go through it.”

I nodded and went over to the machine. It wasn’t going to do any good to point it out to her right now. This was what we were working with, so I’d just make the most of it. I dug through the basket of coffee and chose a dark blend. Filling the reservoir, I got the coffee brewing. While it was working its way into the pot, I glanced around.

“Do you have any add-ins?” I asked.

“Add-ins?” she asked, picking up a bakery box and pulling out croissants that she tucked into a basket lined with cloth. “What do you mean?”

“For the coffee,” I said.

“I mean, there’s cream and sugar. I put out a container of pumpkin spice creamer. I drink my coffee black, so I don’t really know what else people might want in there. But you’re welcome to look around the kitchen and the pantry if you think there’s something else,” she said.

I took her up on the offer and started exploring the various cabinets around the room, collecting various things on my way over to the pantry. Going through the door into the large pantry at the far end of the room, I searched the shelves that extended from floor to ceiling and found several more things. My arms full, I went back to the table with the coffee machine. The pot was full, and I transferred the coffee into a large silver serving pitcher. 

Putting another pot on to brew, I found a few bowls and small baskets and filled them with everything I’d chosen from around the kitchen. Candy canes, chocolate chips, hard butterscotch candy, colored sugars, and containers of cinnamon and nutmeg created a little buffet for the guests to customize their coffee. Holly looked over at it, and an impressed expression crossed her eyes. We carried everything out and put it on the table for the guests. 

I noticed some of them eyeing everything with scrutiny, then nodding when they took in the new offerings. They came over and filled their mugs with coffee and started adding the new embellishments. Holly and I headed back into the kitchen, and I went for the second pot so I could add it to the serving pitcher out on the table.

“Looks like she’s starting to pick up her game a little,” one of the guests said as I was making my way back into the kitchen. “Let’s hope there’s more to come.”

I went back into the kitchen and found Holly filling the dishwasher.

“They are very impressed by the coffee,” I said. “They think you are picking up your game.”

Holly smiled at me. “That’s good to hear. Thank you for that. I would never have thought some sprinkles and candy canes would make a difference.”

“Says the woman battling against cinnamon rolls,” I said.

She shot me a playful glare. “Cinnamon rolls are sacred.”

I got another pot of coffee going, just in case. 

“Well, you were definitely right. They are here for the festive. They said they hope there’s more to come. And you’re going to give it to them,” he said.

“Damn right I am.”

“Starting with the decorating.”

“Wait, what?”
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​Chapter Eight
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​Holly


––––––––
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I WAS FEELING PRETTY good after the success of the seasonal coffee bar, but I came down from that sparkly high real fast when I heard Lawson mention decorating. 

“We have to get this place decorated,” he said. “It needs to look the part. Remember, you told me to make it look like what people would want their festive holiday to look like.”

“We put up lights.” I gave a little shrug. “You put up lights. Isn’t that enough?”

Lawson chuckled and shook his head. “That is not enough. Just a few strands of lights on the outside of the house looks nice and all, but it’s a far cry from the full festive experience.”

“I don’t think I want to hear the word festive ever again,” I said.

“Unfortunately, that’s not really an option for you,” Lawson told me, reaching over into one of the baskets I’d gotten off the table to pluck the last of the croissants inside. “Maybe you should have considered your language requirements before jumping headlong into owning a Christmas-themed bed-and-breakfast.”

I narrowed my eyes at his teasing grin. How did this man make something so smug still look so good?

“It is not a Christmas-themed bed-and-breakfast,” I said. 

He let out a little burst of laughter. “It’s called the White Christmas Inn.”

“Again, that was not my choice. That is to honor my dearly departed grandmother.”

He chuckled again. “Alright, well, dearly departed grandma clearly wanted a bed-and-breakfast that embodied the whole Christmas spirit. She wanted to give guests all their holiday dreams. That’s what you signed up for, so that’s what you’re going to do.”
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