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Mr. Candy Cain: A Spirited Christmas Adventure

Lillian Sherman is all about that Christmas sparkle. 

But when she stumbles upon her mom's secret journal, Lillian discovers the sugar-coated struggles her mom faced to make the holidays magical for her and others.

Determined to keep the festive vibes alive, Lillian dives headfirst into co-hosting Pine Forest's annual Christmas charity bash, showering underprivileged kids with joy.

But hold onto your candy canes! Her old school buddy plops her in charge of the event, and it's Mega prize. 

Lillian's thrown into a tinsel-twirling whirlwind of butterflies and doubt. Is she falling for his charm, or is this just a holiday crush gone wild? One wrong move, and her heart might end up on the naughty list!

Meanwhile, Dixon Cain was the ultimate Christmas grump.

After losing his parents on Christmas Eve as a kid, he's been giving the holiday season the cold shoulder.

Bounced between relatives and raised by a miserly uncle, Dixon and his little brother had zero holiday cheer.

Now, rolling in his uncle's fortune, Dixon's back in Pine Forest for some business—but gets roped into the charity event. To his shock, the festive fever starts to thaw his icy heart... until he finds out he's the event's grand prize!

This jolly tale is a merry mix of resilience, redemption, and Christmas magic, as two jingle-bell skeptics untangle their pasts to spread holiday cheer—and maybe, just maybe, unwrap something even sweeter.
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Dedication:

My mother’s favorite time of year was Christmas. She loved everything about this holiday, the music, the decorations, and giving to others. 

She loved God, fiercely, and was always great example for me and others. The love she showed others was beyond measure. 

I miss her so much. 

Love and miss you, Mom.

Christmas is a feeling, not a time of year. 

With that being said, 

Merry Christmas to all!  
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Pine Forest is a fictional place, but it could be in any small town in the USA where Christmas is celebrated on a grander scale. 

Once again I want to thank my husband, Robert, for supporting, and encouraging my dreams, I love you Bob. 
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Chapter One
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Playlist: Sarah McLachlan & Bare Naked Ladies, God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen

Lillian Carter  
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I OPENED THE LETTER and read the message one more time.

Dear Lillian, 

Has it been five years since we last talked? It's true; time flies. I meant to call you when your mom died, but I kept putting it off, and eventually, I felt too embarrassed. I am sorry, though. She was such a friendly person and a pillar in this town.

That brings me to the reason I'm writing. Your mother was always helping others in the community, but I will completely understand if you're too busy to help. If it's too much for you, I can always ask London Del Reigne. She'll help me with anything. 

As you know, I'm in charge of the annual Christmas pageant every year. However, I won't be able to do it this year. My daughter will always come first. She's scheduled for minor surgery, and I took the first available time. It wasn't easy getting her in for an appointment. I won't be able to follow through with my commitment, and you know how important my work is.

Either way, please call me ASAP. I know your sweet Momma wouldn't turn me down. 

By the way, how's your twin brother, Lance? I haven't seen him in ages.

I hope to hear from you soon. My email is sweetchristmasbell2016@gmail, or you can call. I'm looking forward to reconnecting with you.

Your friend, Sasha Adams

"My friend? Hmmm, when did that happen?" I didn't have any plans for Christmas, and I did want to continue the traditions my mother started. But did I want to work with Sasha? 

Before I could change my mind, I went to the phone hanging on the wall in the hallway and dialed the number she'd written on the bottom of her note. "Hello, Sasha, it's Ian."

"Who?"

I winced the moment I heard her voice. Maybe this was a bad idea. I thought about ending the phone call, but stopped when her tone changed.

"Wait, Lillian Carter?" 

"Yep," I recognized the ridicule in her voice. Some things never change. "That's me."

"For a minute, I thought you said, Ian," Sasha silenced the phone and went into another fit.

"I did. It's shorter than my given name, and I like it." I waited for her to stop hacking, "I'm calling in response to your letter...The one asking if I'd help with this year's charity event."

She must have blown her nose again. It was a few moments after that when she finally spoke. "I never expected you'd call back so soon. I hope you're calling me with good news."

Everything inside me screamed, 'Hang up the phone and run while you still have a chance.' But then a favorite passage of Mom's came to mind. Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.

I forced a smile before I spoke, "I'm glad you thought of me, Sasha. I've never taken on anything this important, so I'll need lots of instruction and guidance from you."

She sniffled before answering, "As you can probably tell, I'm not feeling the best. I'm trying my hardest to avoid all my family members, especially my daughter. If she catches this, they'll have to postpone her surgery."

She blew her nose once more and then continued. "I'll stop by today and leave everything on your front porch. If you have more questions, once you look through it, you can call me in a few days. I must get my rest, or I'll never get over this. Have a little faith, Lillian. If anyone is up for the task, it would be you."

"Are you sure?" Was it too late to back out? I had to try. "Maybe you should ask London first."

"I already did last week. She turned me down, and that's when I thought of you. Thank you for doing this, Lillian." 

"I–" I looked at her note. That wasn't what she wrote. She lied, and of course, I fell for it. "Please call me Ian or Lilly. My mother loved the name Lillian, but now that she's gone, I prefer..."

"Then Ian it is. Lilly sounds too...feminine. I am sorry I never sent my condolences, but I was thinking of you...and your brother. The next time you see Lance, tell him I said hello. Tah."

"Tah?" What did she mean by too feminine?

"I guess some people never change." I hung up the phone more forcefully than I probably should have. It had been five years since the last time we spoke, and to this day, she...

I shrugged. I shouldn't let it bother me so much, but it did. I hadn't forgotten the way she and her friends used to treat me. I never would. Their actions were hard on a shy young woman who was very unsure of herself—one who also wore thrift store clothes or an older cousin's outdated hand-me-downs.

Now, I was much stronger than I once was and mature enough to know I shouldn't take it personally. I was proud of what I'd accomplished since leaving high school. I was still shy. But I had a job that I enjoyed, and my house was nearly paid for. All I had to worry about were the utilities.

Used garments? I didn't have to wear them. However, I found nothing wrong with shopping in the local thrift store. A good bargain was hard to pass up.

"Oh, bother," I remembered how formal the auction was. "I'll never find a bargain dress for such an occasion." Not on my budget.

How much time did I have before the event? Maybe I could pick up some extra shifts at my job. But that wouldn't work at all. If I were responsible for the charity event, I wouldn't have any time left over for myself, let alone working Christmas overtime, sleeping, and the reading goals I'd set for myself.

I laughed. At least my social life wouldn't be affected by all this because I didn't have one. The way things were headed, I might never go on an actual date. Not that I didn't want to. But the eligible men in this town were either too old, too good for me, or gay.

Pine Forest had a lovely new neighborhood on the outskirts of town. One of the ladies I worked with had a daughter who had just bought a new town home in that community. She moved in as soon as she learned Day Break accommodated her lifestyle. That area was filling up quickly.

I didn't mind at all. It brought more people to town. More people meant more money, more businesses, and opportunities. But those prospects were a long way in the future.

I was doing it again. My mind wandered all over the place. It went places it should never be. Why should I worry about new anything opening in the community? I didn't frequent the ones we had. I wasn't poor by any means, but I couldn't afford to waste my money on something that wasn't necessary. Which brought me back to my original problem.

A new Christmas dress. "Oh, bother." Call your brother and ask him for the money. I knew what my mom would say.

"It will never happen, Mother." But she was right. Lance would help me if I asked, but I was still too hurt by his actions the last time he visited. How long had it been since we spoke?

"Too long." That would be my mother's answer, and she was right again.

I didn't have to be at work until three. I was closing tonight. The late shift wasn't my favorite time to work, but this evening would be much more exciting. We were getting some of our Christmas inventory in, and I would be the first person to see the new holiday books.

It also meant I would have to price them and put them away. It was Friday. The store was never busy on Fridays. But it was always slammed on Saturdays, and we'd be shorthanded still.

Wendy interviewed a few school kids on Tuesday, but she hadn't decided on them yet. I liked and respected Wendy, but when it came to some of the more critical things in the store, she didn't always plan things out the way I thought she should. I would have hired someone a few weeks ago if it were me. Now, we would never have a chance to train them properly before the holiday rush.

So, in the meantime, it would be her, Munsey, Lark, and me. And if Lark followed her usual habits, she'd ask for fewer hours or call off if she were scheduled during our busier times, and I'd be the one pulling extra shifts and covering for her.

"Why, oh why didn't I consider that before I agreed to help Sasha?" I mused.
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"IAN, YOU'RE EARLY." Wendy stood in front of the outdated cash register, fiddling with the receipt paper. "Maybe you can fix this. You seem to have a magic touch. This old thing hates me." That was a lie. Wendy never had a problem fixing anything. She was the epitome of a single, self-sufficient woman. Though she was only a year younger than I was, I admired and respected her.

As I hurried over to assist her, I noticed how pretty she looked today. She'd taken extra care with her dark hair and wore more makeup than usual.

"What's really bothering you, Wendy. You're not always so...frazzled?"

"Have at it," She threw her arms into the air and stepped away from the register. It was as ancient. I agreed with her on that, but something else was wrong. "I don't have time for another stupid thing to land on my plate. Not now."

She stepped aside, and I slipped the roll of paper into place and then wound it through the gears before sliding it through the opening on top. I spun around and smiled at my boss.

"There. This dinosaur stinks, but it's nothing that can't be fixed. Now that it has paper, what else can I do for you?"

She grimaced at the register, then focused on me. "Since you're here, go ahead and punch in. You can leave earlier tonight if it gets too quiet, so I don't have to pay overtime. There will be plenty of that starting next week."

I blinked. "Uh oh. That doesn't sound good. What happened to the school kids you were interviewing for Christmas help? Wendy, you've got a great crew, but you saw how busy it was last year, and we had two more bodies. But now... You know full well that more people are moving into the area daily. The four of us, and that's if Lark doesn't pull her disappearing acts, won't be able to handle the crowds. Wendy, I'm waiting for an explanation. "

Wendy started pacing back and forth in the small space, "I was supposed to interview them both this morning. Neither one showed up. But the girl let it slip that she had another interview down the street." She leaned back against the counter, scowling, "Ian, have you driven by that new game store in town? It offers all the latest games and everything trending to enhance a gamer's experience. Why would a teen want to work in an old bookstore such as this when they could work somewhere cool like that?

"You know as well as I do that kids don't read books like they used to. It's a dying business, and I should convince the owner to sell the place and invest in something else, like...furniture." She started pacing again.

I grabbed her upper arm to stop her, "You couldn't sell furniture, Wendy, and neither could I," I giggled, "As for the books, you're mistaken. People love to read, especially the older population still living in this town. Books have been around since the beginning of time. Take the Bible, for instance. How many times do you think that book was read?"

"Lillian, we don't sell the Bible in this store."

"Then perhaps you should, and you should include some of the newer updated versions." I didn't know what they were, but I knew they were out there after talking to Mrs. Fitz at the pharmacy.

"Really, Ian? If push comes to shove, a good old-fashioned love story can't compete with a smuttier one. Why do you think Fifty Shades did so well when it was released?"

"I never read it, so I wouldn't know. But I do know people love a good Christmas story, and that's the main reason why I came in early. Did our new holiday books arrive?"

"They did. The boxes are in the back, Ian, but I don't want to think about them right now." Wendy took a deep breath, rushed to the front door, and fussed with her hair in the window's reflection.

"I have a date tonight. I met Craig in high school. I think he was a senior the same year that you were. Craig Lennon, do you remember him?" She turned around and handed me the master keys to the store. "He was married, but his wife died in a car accident in the spring."

"Yes, I do remember him, and I knew his wife too—what a shame. If I recall, he was a football jock all through school and way too stuck up to notice me. Sorry, but he was. Maybe he's changed since then. I hope for your sake he's nicer and that he's lost the attitude he had when he ran around with Sasha Adams's crowd."

And that brought me to my next subject. "Which reminds me... Sasha wants me to help her with the annual charity event this year, and I agreed."

"Craig's still nice looking, and I know that's not the most important thing in life, but it helps. Wait. What did you just say? Ian, why in the world did you agree to help that woman? She's nobody's favorite. She's obnoxious, loud, and...I don't get it, Ian. You're too shy for that job. Not only that... I've said too much. I'd better stop before I get myself into more trouble."

"Go ahead and say what you were thinking, Wendy. I am shy, but what else?" My curiosity was piqued. What did my peers think of me?

"You're pleasant enough,"

Ouch!

"What does enough mean, exactly?" That was the second time today I felt...insulted.

"But your clothes are, for a better word...ugly. If you're hosting a charity event, you must wear something decent daily. You do know that you'll be speaking on stage, in front of crowds of people, don't you? Lilly, I know I don't pay you a lot. But for heaven's sake, girl, don't you ever buy anything for yourself that's new?"

"I didn't know it was Bash Lillian day. What's wrong with the way I dress, Wendy? Never mind, I don't want to know." Because I already did, it was the same conversation I'd had with my conscience earlier. "Besides, we have a customer, and you must hurry so you're not late for your hot date."

Wendy huffed, grabbed her purse from under the counter, tossed her hair back, and hurriedly put her coat on as she started toward the door.

Before she left, I shouted, "You can call me if things go south, and I'll send the cavalry if I can find one. Have fun, Wendy."

"You, too."
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Chapter Two
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Playlist: Johnny Cash, Children, Go Where I Send Thee

Dixon Cain
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I HUNG UP THE PHONE and then sat back in my chair. Next time, I'll have Treena screen my phone calls more closely. 

"As if that would have stopped Emerson from bothering me." Nothing would stop that man from getting what he wanted. His sights were always on me since I was the one with the deep pockets. I agreed to his proposition for two reasons, and his idea was at the bottom of the list.

It was time to face my demons. I hadn't been to Pine Forest in twenty years. I was twelve when my parents died, and Steven was eight. I had fond memories of the place, but those recollections were of a bright young boy who loved waking his brother on Christmas morning, so they could run downstairs and see what was left under the tree.

The last Christmas I spent in Pine Forest, we never made it to the tree. Instead, a neighbor kept us at her house overnight. We stayed with her until the local authorities stepped in and swooped us away.

They took us from our beautiful home, wearing nothing but our new Christmas pajamas and an extra outfit. We spent the next few weeks being passed from one foster home to another. We were never told exactly what happened to our parents afterward, only that they died on Christmas Eve.

We weren't allowed to attend their funeral services, and it wasn't until a few years after that that I learned who'd paid for their burial costs. Good old Uncle Vernon took care of the expenses. He rubbed it in my face over and over again.

Vern might have buried them, but he didn't give either of my parents a headstone. I needed to do that as soon as possible, but I wanted Steven to help me decide on the words.

Before Vernon went into the hospital, he finally explained his reasons for being so bitter toward my mother. I still didn't understand his motives, and I probably never would.

It was too damn bad that I had more of a conscience than Uncle Vernon. I wanted to bury him and then leave him in an unmarked grave. But what good would that do me? He was dead, and it was best I move on with my life and try to forget the oppression we'd lived with for the last twenty years.

"Steven, if you don't return my phone call, I'll put a hold on your monthly allowance. Call me back as soon as you get my message." I tossed the phone onto my desk, kicked my chair back, and crossed my hands behind my neck.

I had the best views of the Puget Sound from my office window. From here, I could watch every vessel that made its way into the inlet. I usually found comfort in the scenes before me, but today I felt restless. Restless and determined. I'd lived under Vernon's thumb for way too long. But he was gone. I could do whatever I wanted without worrying about what he'd have to say.

Which meant I would finally have the chance to tell my parents goodbye.

I sat straighter in my chair and scrubbed my hands over my face. It was time for this blasted beard to go. I only grew it because Uncle Vernon hated it.

Besides a shave, I also needed a haircut.

While I was at it, I might as well do a little Christmas/gift card shopping for my employees. They deserved a lot more than that for putting up with my uncle for so long.

Perhaps I'd give them all a nice end-of-the-year bonus and see how I felt after that. Did they deserve a Christmas bonus and a gift card?

I laughed out loud. "Ha! See what you've done to me, Vern. Ebenezer should have been your name. Maybe that's what I'll have inscribed on the top of your headstone."
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