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Prologue
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Every time we get together with Mom, something wild happens.

I don’t mean bad wild. Just Betty wild. The kind of nuttiness that happens with overthinking and asking all the wrong questions at the right time. And speaking of nuttiness, Mom swears she’s being taunted by a mischievous squirrel named Nutty. Though, you ask me, he’s wiggled his way into her heart. After all, nuttiness and Nutty are perfect partners. 

So yeah ... this year feels different.

For one, it’s snowing up there. Where we live—Chickadee Cove in coastal south Georgia—it rarely snows, and certainly not this early in December. My kids, Jacob and Emma, practically vibrated with excitement when they heard. 

For another, I was eight months’ pregnant with our third. That fact alone should’ve disqualified me from cross-state travel, but there was no way I was leaving my mother alone in her widowhood. And there was no way she would have allowed it, anyway. I couldn’t take the guilt trip, so I opted for the travel.

“You’re not fragile,” she’d told me in a dramatic Southern accent. "You’re fer-tile. Big difference, okay? Now get on that plane. I’ve fluffed all y’all’s pillows and bought lots of peppermint treats because that’s your favorite.” 

And so, like all good peppermint-craving daughters, I loaded up the minivan with my brother, my kids, and too much luggage, and we started the trip north to Bluejay Ridge. The car broke down a little over halfway through the trip. My husband, who hadn’t been able to go with us because of prior work obligations—oh, believe me, he heard about it—arranged for the car to be towed to a local mechanic. And Mom, who’d left the minute she heard, picked us up in her new cherry-red Jeep. Her cranberry lip gloss, jingling earrings, and squeezy embrace was like coming home.

But we weren’t there yet. 

The time passed quickly, though, and when we finally entered Bluejay Ridge, I could see the town had gone full Christmas. A festive Main Street with a big arch made of evergreens and poinsettias. Inflatables everywhere. We passed a statue of a bear holding a trout—Mom said the bear’s name was Ol’ Buddy. Someone had put a Santa hat on his head. 

“Okay, crew,” she’d chimed from the front seat. " Brace yourself for Christmas magic."

Emma had leaned forward. "Is that a real reindeer?"

"It’s an enthusiastic lawn decoration," Mom had replied. "Which, in Lake Pointe, is nearly the same thing."

That’s my mom. She’s theatrical and witty and entirely too curious for her own good. She’s also the warmest person I know. And when she’s in full Betty Mode—especially during the holidays—resistance is pointless.

So when she pulled the Jeep up to Millie’s Bakery at my pregnant behest and said, "Let’s make a memory," I just smiled.

Because I already knew: this wasn’t just going to be a holiday visit. 

It was going to be a story. One of those we’ll retell for countless Christmases to come. 

And probably with peppermint cocoa.

~ Genevieve Benino Marshall 
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Chapter One 
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When we sped past the “Welcome to Bluejay Ridge” sign in my smokin’ hot Jeep, I could practically hear the town humming holiday music. Maybe that was just the jingle bell hanging from my rearview mirror, but still ... this place sparkled like it had been dipped in pixie dust and a little Southern caffeine. 

I’d decorated my Lakeside Pointe cottage with Christmas flair on December first, sharp. And Main Street looked like a snow globe exploded: wreaths on every lamppost, endless strands of lights strung from one building to the next, and half a dozen inflatables doing interpretive dance in the breeze. Even the lake wore a fog scarf, like it knew the dress code.

And my family was finally here.

“Grandma,” Emma breathed from the back seat, pressing her mittened hands to the window. “Is that a real reindeer?”

“It’s an enthusiastic lawn decoration,” I said. “Which, in Lake Pointe, is practically the same thing.”

Jacob snorted, because he was eight and already a connoisseur of sarcasm. “It’s blinking. Reindeer don’t blink like that.”

“Depends how much cocoa they’ve had,” I said. “We’re a town on a sugar high from Thanksgiving to New Year’s. It’s a miracle anyone sleeps.”

I slowed as we approached a massive arch that stretched high overhead, from one side of the road to the other. The Garden Club had crafted the holiday wonder—a mix of fresh evergreen boughs, large hand-painted ornaments, and poinsettia blooms. White lights glimmered throughout. It was something to behold, and I felt a swell of pride knowing they’d asked me to help.

Frost clung to everything in delicate lace patterns, catching the glow of the town’s Christmas lights. That’s when I heard tiny gasps behind me.

“This is like a Christmas movie,” Genevieve murmured from the passenger seat, pressing her hand to her belly. “The good kind. The one where everyone ends up okay.”

“Always,” I said, because I refused to allow anything else on my watch.

Millie’s Bakery came into view, its windows glowing golden and inviting, like a cinnamon-scented beacon in the night.

“Stop. We gotta stop,” Genevieve said, eyes wide. “I need sugar. Immediate sugar.”

“I’ve got sugar at the house, in all forms,” I said.

“Mom ...”

“Gen ...” Seth teased, tired but amused. 

“Fine, fine.” I made it sound like I was so put out, just to tease her, but I couldn’t hide my smirk. “Your wish is my command.”

I pulled up to the curb and threw it in park as everyone cheered.

“Let’s make a memory,” I said.

We tumbled out with plenty of giggles and the kind of chaos that follows families heading toward a shop filled with goodies. The cold air nipped our cheeks, but it only made the bakery’s warm glow more irresistible.

As we shuffled toward the entrance, my phone rang. Trudy.

“Who is it, Grandma?” Emma asked, already hopping in anticipation of cookies.

I answered, “One minute, Trudy,” then covered the screen and bent down to Emma’s level, pulling Jacob into our little huddle.

“Don’t say anything, but ...” I lowered my voice dramatically. “She’s an elf. The chief elf, in fact, for this part of Georgia.”

Emma’s big blue eyes widened. “Whoa.”

Jacob nodded solemnly, as if filing this critical intel. “Will we meet her soon?”

“Very soon,” I said. “Now go on with your mom and Uncle Seth. I’ll be there in a minute.”

I lifted the phone again. “Hey, there.”

“Did you survive the drive?” Trudy asked. No preamble—classic her. “I expected to see you pull into your driveway by now. Has something happened?”

She probably had our travel route and arrival time marked on a map with flashing neon lights. 

“Cookies happened,” I confessed. “We’re outside Millie’s.”

“Naturally. Holler if you need backup. I’m ten minutes away.”

“Will do, Chief Elf.”

She chuckled. “You bet your sweet caramel apples, I am.” 

Inside Millie’s, the air was toasty and thick with cinnamon. The kids ran straight to the counter. Seth and Genevieve followed with that wide-eyed look that said, “Mom has dragged us into a Hallmark movie.”

I picked up a powdered-sugar crinkle cookie the size of my palm and bit in. Bliss. The kind of cookie you could write poetry about—or at least a heartfelt Instagram caption.

Outside the fogged windows, Main Street twinkled. Cars crawled by with families pressed to their own windows, marveling. A group of teenagers in matching scarves practiced carols near the corner, their voices blending into the hum of holiday bustle.

As we stepped back out into the cold, a sudden swirl of wind kicked up—one of those tiny mountain whirlwinds that appear out of nowhere. It scooped up a handful of loose snow and bakery napkins, spinning them in a playful mini-tornado right across Main Street. Emma squealed, Jacob jumped back like it might choose him next, and even Genevieve laughed as she clutched her belly. Seth put his arm around her, as if saving her from peril. “Hold on, Gen. Looks like Bluejay Ridge is showing off.”

The flurry sparkled under the lights for a moment before it settled again, like the town was reminding us it had a few surprises up its sleeve.

“Grandma,” Emma said as she tugged my sleeve, powdered sugar on her lips. “This is the best place ever.”

“I agree,” I said. “And we haven’t even gotten to the good part yet.”

Behind us, Seth wrestled with a Millie’s Bakery bag that was clearly about to split open from too many pastries.

“I told you to get one thing,” Genevieve said.

“I did,” he replied. “One of each.”

I clapped my hands. “All right, sugar sprites. Into the Jeep. We need to get you all home before you fully transform into gingerbread people.”

Emma bounced on her toes. “Oh, that would be so cool.” 

We piled into the Jeep again—spirits high, boots stomping, bags rustling, and hearts full. The night shimmered around us as we pulled away from downtown, heading toward my home and, unbeknownst to us, toward the first mystery of the holiday.
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Chapter Two
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The Jeep hummed along the quiet road leading toward my cottage in Lakeside Pointe. The kids continued to buzz from sweets and spectacle, and it made my heart swell. Genevieve leaned back in the seat with one hand on her belly, eyes half closed. She had to be exhausted, but I sensed a twinge of contentment in her sighs as she settled in. Seth stared out the window, a quirk of a smile lingering, as he watched the vibrancy of Main Street fade into the softer lights of our community on Lake Bluejay, which was fast approaching.

Just beyond that stretch, before the turnoff into Lakeside Pointe, the Chapel of Hope came into view on the left. The little white church always looked sweet at night, but tonight it was downright magical. Colorful splashes of light spilled from the stained-glass windows onto the snow, painting the ground in soft reds, blues, and golds. The speakers outside piped out muffled carols—a little off-key but sung with the passion of those with wholehearted faith and unshakeable joy. 
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