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      [image: shortcake] Love gets a sweet second serving in this heartwarming small-town holiday romance. [image: shortcake]

      Big-city lawyer Elise Thompson never expected to find herself back in Hollylight for Christmas. But when her career takes an unexpected turn, she returns to her charming hometown—and comes face-to-face with Jake Halpert, the man she left behind.

      As Elise helps with the town’s annual Christmas gala, she rediscovers the warmth of small-town life and the spark that still flickers with the handsome veteran. But Jake’s hiding a secret that could change everything.

      With meddling neighbors, viral fruitcakes, and a mischievous pet chinchilla, can Elise and Jake overcome their past and find love again under the mistletoe?

      This heartwarming holiday romance will have you believing in the magic of second chances.
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      You never forget the smell of home. It’s a mix of pine, the faint sweetness of chimney smoke, and something that escapes description, like memories threading through the air. I pull my peacoat tighter around me as I make my way down the snow-lined sidewalks, inhaling the mingling scents of roasted chestnuts and spiced holiday treats. Charlie, my pet chinchilla, wiggles in his hand-knitted sling nestled against my chest.

      “I bet you’re hankering for some of those roasted chestnuts.” I stop at a street vendor’s pushcart.

      “Merry Christmas, lass.” He gives me a paper bag. “Watch out. These are toasty hot.”

      “We have to wait, little guy.” I tuck the bag into my coat, feeling the warmth as the last rays of the setting sun cast a glow behind the snow-covered peaks of the mighty Sawatch Range.

      My hometown, Hollylight, lives up to its name. Elaborate wreaths hang from every streetlamp, and Christmas lights sparkle and blink from every roofline. The rustic storefronts are wrapped with chintzy decorations from the mid-twentieth century. Jingling bells and the festively decorated windows seemingly conspire to welcome me back to the fold. Perhaps.

      “Well, if it isn’t little Elise Thompson,” a biting voice calls out. I turn to see Mrs. Witherspoon, the town’s most notorious gossip, bustling towards me. “My, my, haven’t you grown into a fine young woman? What brings you back to our humble abode?”

      I force a smile and keep my voice steady. “Just visiting for the holidays. How have you been?”

      “Oh, you know, same old, same old. Did you hear about the Johnsons’ divorce? Scandalous, I tell you!” She leans in conspiratorially, but before she can continue, I’m saved by a commotion near the town square.

      A rotund Santa Claus struggles with an overflowing donation bucket, and coins spill onto the snowy sidewalk.

      “Ho ho …oh no!” His fake beard slips to reveal a familiar face.

      “Mr. Peterson?” I can’t help but laugh as I hurry over to help. “Need a hand there?”

      He grins sheepishly. “Elise! Welcome back, dear. And yes, please. These mittens aren’t exactly made for dexterity.”

      As we gather the scattered coins, I feel a warmth that has nothing to do with the chestnuts in my pocket. This is the Hollylight I remember—a place where everyone knows your name and is always ready to lend a hand.

      I hadn’t intended to feel anything. Left this dinky town in the rearview mirror years ago. I was on the fast track at my white-shoe law firm and dating my boss. I know, not bright, but I thought we were different. After losing a high-profile case, and yes, I did flub it, he, who shall not be named, unceremoniously dumped me by text message. While he couldn’t fire me, I suddenly became a toxic has-been, consigned to grunt work like legal research, document review, and taking depositions for minor business disputes.

      So here I am, strolling down literal memory lane to clear my head before surprising my family. I’d made noises about visiting but told them it was tentative. After all, they believed I was still involved with active litigation, complete with court dates and demanding clients.

      My life of steel, glass, and unwavering ambition has always served as a solid shield against the softer moments I left behind. Yet here I am, my footsteps muffled by the snow, with each twinkling light tugging on the strings of my heart.

      Charlie pokes his tiny, curious head out of his sling, impatient for a taste of the chestnuts, so I shake one from the paper bag. They’re easier to peel when hot, and with my fingers protected by gloves, I quickly pop one from its split shell.

      Blowing on it, I break off a small piece for him. “Easy, there, buddy.”

      The pet shop owner had looked at me as though I’d lost my mind when I said I wanted a chinchilla for my downtown apartment. They took time and care to get acquainted with their human and preferred hiding in safe places—sort of like me. I built a small pup tent where we’d hang out. Who knew this little guy would turn out to be the most loyal companion I could ask for?

      Old-time Christmas music floats from the open door of The Village Grind, along with the scent of peppermint tea and wintergreen mints. I stop at the window display to admire the miniature Christmas railroad with its details and moving parts. I remember being too short to see the center of the tracks where a jolly Santa waves from outside a gingerbread house while animated elves load sparkling gifts into his red sleigh. Nestled among glittery model trees and lampposts, a silver stream circles a mini village filled with carolers and skaters. Most wondrous of all is the delicate North Pole with candy-striped outposts and shimmering arctic lights at the top of the display.

      A man’s reflection appears among the holiday figurines.

      “Elise?” His voice is instantly recognizable.

      I turn at the sound of my name as little butterflies take off inside me.

      It’s Jake Halpert, standing a few feet away, with his hands tucked into the pockets of a worn leather jacket. A surprised smile lights up his face, crinkling his deep-brown eyes. He was always well-built, but the years in the military had sculpted him into a man of true ruggedness—broad shoulders and muscular arms that made me want to melt within them. His dark hair still has that slight natural wave, with a single curl falling rakishly across his forehead. The hint of a five o’clock shadow adds to his masculinity, though it does little to hide the adorable dimple I recall so well.

      “Jake.” His name feels at once foreign and familiar on my lips as I tamp down the waves of memories showering over me. “I—It’s good to see you.”

      “You’re back for Christmas?” His gaze searches mine, taking in all the changes from the girl he once knew to this reserved and cheerless woman I have become.

      “Yes.” I force a smile in hopes he doesn’t sense my despair. What can I say? That I’m home because I have nowhere else to go? That the party circuit no longer includes me, and that vacations to tropical resorts are now outside of my pay range?

      “Home looks good on you,” he says in that honey-rich voice with a hint of wistfulness, making my heart skip.

      “Thanks. It … hasn’t changed much, has it?”

      “Some things are timeless.” He reaches for me before awkwardly tucking his hand behind his back and shrugging. “Like your ability to make even a chinchilla look fashionable.”

      I giggle and then realize I don’t remember when I last heard myself giggling, and that embarrasses me more since high-powered attorneys don’t act like simpering girls. Which brings me to the realization that I’m not exactly top of game anymore.

      “Charlie here is my secret weapon for looking chic.” I’m grateful for the easy banter. “Though I’m not sure he approves of small-town fashion.”

      Jake’s chuckle is a warm, familiar sound that cuts through the cold. “I’m sure we can find him a miniature flannel shirt to help him fit in.”

      “I should get going. Marie’s expecting me. You remember how she is about the holidays.”

      “How could I forget? Your sister always was the festive one. Give her my best, will you?”

      “I will,” I reply briskly with a nod, my lawyerly instincts taking charge to end the conversation. Turning too quickly, my boot heel slips on a patch of ice, and my arms flail wildly, even as I try to hold on to Charlie’s sling.

      Instantly, Jake catches my elbow and saves me from a belly flop or worse. His warm brown eyes are wide with concern as his grip on me lingers. The moment passes too fleetingly, and he steps back with a bashful grin.

      “Careful there, city girl. This ice is as slick as a judge’s handshake.”

      I let out a relieved laugh. My cheeks are hot with embarrassment … or is it something else? “Thanks. I guess I got to relearn the laws of an unshoveled sidewalk.”

      “Consider me your personal guide to all things frosty and fun,” he offers with a playful wink.

      “My own personal Frosty? How can I refuse?” I match his easy banter. For a moment, I let myself enjoy the effortless repartee. Our witty back-and-forth bridges the years as if they were mere seconds. I missed this—missed him if I’m honest with myself.

      Awkwardly, I take a few steps down the sidewalk, not sure of the direction. Jake stays at my side as if he, indeed, is my personal snowman.

      “How about a mistletoe for the lovely couple?” A vendor bundled in a hideously kitschy Christmas sweater bellows out to us as we pass by his stand.

      Jake and I exchange a look. He seems quite pleased but hooks his eyebrow with a question.

      “Oh, we’re not …” I protest with a nervous laugh.

      “No thanks, she’s immune to my charms,” he says smoothly, coming to my rescue.

      “Ah, playing hard to get, I see. Two for the price of one if you change your mind,” the vendor calls after us with a knowing smile and an exaggerated wink. “You might need one for the road.”

      “Subtle as a sledgehammer, that one,” I quip to hide my mixed-up feelings. Why would I assume a man like Jake is still single and unattached? Just because I happen to come by unexpectedly doesn’t change his daily life.

      “Can you blame him? We do make a charming couple.” Jake’s as flirtatious as ever, but since he’s wearing gloves, I can’t do a quick “ring check.” Then again, he can’t see my ring finger either.

      “Still as cocky as ever, I see.” I have to admit, there’s something comforting about falling back into our old dynamic so naturally.

      The clock tower chimes, pulling me back to the present. “I really should find Marie before she sends out a search party. You know how she gets.”

      Jake nods, his expression softening. “Don’t let me keep you. But Elise?” He gently touches my shoulder. “I meant it when I said it’s good to have you back, even if it’s only for a little while.”

      I offer him a small, sincere smile. “Thanks. It was …nice seeing you too.”

      He gives me a jaunty salute and retreats, walking away straight and tall. I try not to think about where he’s going and who he’s with. And it’s my fault I lost touch with him, especially after telling my family not to update me after he shipped off to Afghanistan.
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      After departing from Jake, I tamp down any and all unrealistic ideas about my chance encounter with him. It’s a long way from high school, and both of us have no doubt borne our share of adult disappointments. There’s no way a man like Jake is unattached. Looking the way he is, along with his innately kind heart and good manners, he’s a sure catch anywhere. Besides, he could also be visiting, although he has no known family left in Hollylight.

      I well remember those sad days shortly after graduation when his parents died together in a car accident. I don’t quite remember if we even broke up or we just left without closure. He was devastated, obviously, but hiding it well, immediately enlisting in the military.

      I was upset at him for risking his life halfway around the world, but what was I going to do about it? I was on my way to Stanford University on a scholarship, and it was all I could do to study and keep up with my better-prepared classmates.

      Maybe I should have asked for updates because I remember seeing pictures of him with my younger sister, Marie, and wondering if they had a thing going. He was gone a long time, re-upping a few times, and I was, of course, busy with law school and my rise to the top of the firm, or so I thought.

      I continue on my way through the postcard-worthy streets with Charlie snuggled close. The town seems to be outdoing itself with Christmas nostalgia, or maybe the walls to my heart are getting tired of erecting barriers. Who knows?

      As I turn onto the street where I grew up, my heartbeat jitters and guilt encroaches. I’ve made so many excuses for not returning that it’s not even funny.

      When I arrived earlier, I dreaded seeing our street so much that I had the Lyft driver drop me off downtown while delivering my luggage to the bakery. I wanted to ease my way back home with a stroll, but the delightful walk didn’t prepare me for the sight before me.

      The building is tired-looking and run-down. The sign saying Bun Voyage has a letter missing at the end, and the faded blue awning is torn in places. The lights are on, but the displays are sparse, and there are no customers inside.

      As I enter, I notice the travel posters faded in the sunlight and the cracked vinyl in the booths.

      The business has been struggling since my dad’s health declined, and Mom spent most of her time driving him to and from appointments.

      If it hadn’t been for Marie dropping out of college, the bakery would have closed. Nothing’s changed. Christmas music plays on the ancient boombox, and the scent of sugar and cinnamon transports me to my childhood spent decorating cookies after school or painting signs announcing the daily specials.

      “Elise!” My sister materializes from the back room. Her face lights up, and she rushes over to sweep me into a peppermint-scented hug.

      “Hey, you.” I squeeze her back tightly. “It’s good to be here.”

      “Where did you go? Down memory lane?” She gestures to my two suitcases. “So, tell me, how does the town look to you?”

      “Same, but different. You won’t believe who I ran into.”

      “Let me guess.” Her eyes twinkle, and she taps her cheek, pretending to think. “Is he, by chance, a handsome veteran?”

      “Might be.”

      “The one who hangs out with Mom and Dad after church?”

      A slight twinge of jealousy niggles me at how close my sister is to him. “Could be.”

      “So, how did he look?”

      “Dashing, as always,” I reply, even though my spirits sink. Of course, Jake must have told Marie already—probably texted her right away after seeing me downtown. Time goes by, and the age difference becomes insignificant. He’s always treated her like a kid sister, but she’s all grown up and very attractive. Plus, she’s a real sweetie, unlike me, the sourpuss.

      Changing the subject, I bring Charlie out from his sling. “Speaking of handsome men, meet my new boyfriend, Charlie the Chinchilla.”

      “Oh, he’s so cute.” Marie reaches to pet him.

      Charlie wiggles his nose and sniffs at my sister’s hand while I notice how careful she is in avoiding any mention of my ex-boyfriend slash boss. I didn’t tell them the reason I was dumped—only that we had stopped seeing each other.

      The jingle bells over the door jangle, and I look back, for some reason expecting Jake. But it’s a young man who looks vaguely familiar.

      Marie’s face brightens, and she pulls the man to her side. “I want you to meet someone. Elise, this is Caleb. He’s been helping out at the bakery part-time.”

      A spark passes between the two of them as Caleb flashes me a friendly smile and looks shyly at my sister.

      “Are you two …” I suggest teasingly.

      “Uh, we’re sort of …” Marie giggles while Caleb clears his throat and extends his hand. “It’s nice to meet you. Marie’s told me all about her big-shot lawyer sister from the city.”

      “All good things, I hope?” I shake his hand, encouraged by the chemistry between the two of them.

      “Are there any bad things to say about you?” He winks at Marie, and I know they have something going, much to my relief. But I’m being idiotic. Just because my sister isn’t dating Jake doesn’t mean he’s available. There are, as they say, way more fish in the ocean.

      “She only watched me like I was a soap opera growing up.” I wink back at Marie.

      She blushes and nudges Caleb. “I learned all about boyfriends from her.”

      They are too cute, but I need to get my priorities straight.

      “Where are Mom and Dad?”

      “They’re resting at home,” she replies. “The morning rush wiped them out. But they’re excited to see you. Come on, let’s close up shop.”

      “Let me help,” I offer as Caleb switches the sign in front and starts picking chairs off the floor and turning them upside down on the tables in preparation for mopping.

      Marie bustles around, turning off display case lights and cashing out the register on autopilot while I pull the trays of leftover buns and baked goods and pack them in takeout boxes for the homeless shelter.

      Soon, the store is cleaned up, and the shelter director comes by to pick up the leftovers. Caleb offers to drive us home, but I want to walk with Marie, so he takes my luggage instead.

      Walking with my sister brings me back to the days when I had to hold her hand and take her to school. She was always excited to tell me about her little friends, and she’s no different now. As we walk, she fills me in on the town gossip and updates from our high school crowd. I wonder why she’s not mentioning Jake, and my worry grows with every block. He’s got a girlfriend, or he’s engaged, or maybe he’s married with three kids.

      I’m acting like a teenager, and I’m not sure what to make of the fluttering in my chest as I look for him with each block we walk. Charlie is snug and content in his carrier, so I give him an extra cuddle. Having pets relieves loneliness, and I should stop thinking about Jake.

      It’s nostalgia and holiday sentiment that’s making me so unsettled. I can’t let the fact that he’s walking around the same streets affect me. Except it does.

      We hop, skip, and jump up the steps of the porch.

      The front door swung open to the familiar warmth of home. Mom’s plastic canvas hangings grace the windows, and the same tired plastic wreaths decorate the doors.

      Dad is sitting in a rocking chair in front of a football game, his silver hair thinned but still neatly combed. His eyes light up as he sees me, and he struggles to rise from his chair.

      “Dad, don’t get up,” I say quickly, rushing over to him. I bend down to kiss his wrinkled cheek, noticing the new lines etched around his eyes. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Elise, my girl,” he says, his voice gruff with emotion. “Welcome home. It’s been too long.”

      Mom comes out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. Her hair is grayer than I remember, and there’s a slight stoop to her shoulders that wasn’t there before. But her smile is as warm and welcoming as ever.

      She wraps me in a tight hug. “We’re so glad you’re here, sweetheart. You’re just in time for dinner. How was the flight?”

      “Bumpy, but quick.” I return Mom’s embrace with genuine longing. “It’s so good to be back.”

      As we settle into the living room, Charlie peeks his head out of his carrier, his whiskers twitching with curiosity.

      “Oh my goodness, what do we have here?” Mom exclaims.

      “This is Charlie,” I say, gently lifting him out. “He’s my new roommate.”

      Dad leans forward in his chair, squinting. “Is that one of them fancy rats?”

      I can’t help but laugh. “No, Dad. He’s a chinchilla.”

      “A chin-what-now?” he asks, scratching his head.

      Marie giggles. “A chinchilla, Dad. It’s like a cross between a rabbit and a squirrel.”

      Charlie, seemingly aware he’s the center of attention, puffs up his fur and gives a little sneeze.

      “Bless you, little fella,” Mom coos. She turns to me with a twinkle in her eye. “So, you’ve replaced men with rodents now?”

      “Mom!”

      “What? I’m just saying he looks much more low-maintenance than your last boyfriend,” she teases.

      “And probably smarter, too,” Marie chimes in, dodging the napkin I toss her way.

      Dad reaches to pat Charlie. “I think he’s a fine addition to the family. Does he like football?”

      As if on cue, Charlie hops onto the arm of Dad’s chair, his nose twitching towards the TV.

      “Looks like you’ve got a new viewing buddy.” Warmth spreads through my chest at the sight of my family embracing my furry friend.

      Mom claps her hands together. “Alright, let’s get dinner on the table. I hope Charlie likes the smell of pot roast.”
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