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Prologue
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Merri Nicholas had grown up believing her family was part of some unofficial December folklore. 

Her parents—Steven and Marianne—used to joke that they’d planned everything exactly this way: four daughters, all born in the most magical month of the year. Whether they truly meant it or had simply leaned into the chaos that followed, Merri never knew. But she’d always loved the idea that she and her sisters belonged to Christmas as much as Christmas belonged to them.

Her parents used to say daughters were the most challenging and rewarding, a delightful combination of mystery and mayhem. And December, with its twinkling lights and cinnamon-laced air, felt like the perfect backdrop to raise four different versions of “Nicholas girl magic.”

Merri came first—December twentieth. Holly followed two years later, steady-minded and book-smart, the kind of girl who organized spice racks alphabetically and grew up to work as the mayor’s special projects liaison.

Joy arrived after Holly and lived up to her name from day one, especially when it came to anything with fur and four legs. 

And Noelle… well, Noelle was the miracle. After chemotherapy and radiation, the doctors had warned Marianne not to expect another child—but Noelle arrived anyway. Copper-red hair, bright green eyes, and a laugh that sounded like sleigh bells.

For years, their mother would smile and say, “Four December daughters. That’s my Christmas miracle.”

Even now, as Merri closed the oven door after basting the turkey and walked the homemade pumpkin pies to the dining room's sidebar table, she felt the familiar tug of those memories—warm, bittersweet, and threaded with the ache of loss. 

Their mother had passed on Noelle’s fifth birthday, leaving their father to raise four girls who were all too young to understand the size of the hole she left behind.

Time hadn’t slowed for any of them. 

Merri was turning thirty this year, though it hardly seemed possible. Thirty, and still trying to convince herself that heartbreak didn’t define her any more than the Christmas season defined December itself. Her last relationship had ended in a spectacular, blindsiding Black Friday disaster, and she hadn’t truly been the same since.

Snoflake, Oregon—a tiny village tucked near the Mount Hood RV Park and tourist towns of Parkdale and Odell—had always been her safe place. It was quaint, festive, and a little bit ridiculous in the way only small towns could be. 

She'd never expect real magic. 

But Snoflake had a way of surprising even her at times.
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Merri Nicholas watched Noelle stretch her arms overhead, her younger sister looking one rough breath away from unbuttoning her pants. “That was the best stuffed bird yet!” Noelle declared, her voice full of the same awe she'd had since childhood. 

It made Merri smile. Noelle had woken that morning to the scent of turkey crackling in the electric roaster and bacon-infused green bean casserole slow-cooking in all its mushroom-y goodness. Thanksgiving always hit Noelle straight in the nostalgia. It hit Merri the same way—just from the opposite angle. She was the one who slipped quietly into the Nicholas homestead at five o’clock every Thanksgiving morning to start the feast. Noelle, without fail, woke up hungry, happy, and carrying that bittersweet mix they all felt this time of year.

“That’s because I had some help this year,” Merri said, shooting a warm smile toward her father at the head of the table. “Dad stuffed it and accepted the job of basting. I was so proud.”

“Thank you; thank you very much,” Steven Nicholas replied, doing his best Elvis impersonation.

Merri nearly snorted. He never misses a chance.

Every time her dad opened the roaster lid, Noelle claimed she woke to the smell—not the sound—of him checking on the turkey.

“I could smell you working hard, Dad,” Noelle added. “Stuffed turkey has that get-awake-slowly, become-hungry-quickly effect on me. Not that those rolls Merri bakes for breakfast didn’t make my brain go sticky-sweet.”

“Mom’s recipe,” Joy said quietly. That solemn tone always floated in when Mom came up. “A must-have on Thanksgiving.”

“Plus,” Merri said quickly—because she felt the air dip whenever their mother’s name was spoken—“you all brought great side dishes this year, so I only had to mash potatoes and bake the pies.”

“I’m not sure deviled eggs a side dish makes,” Jill giggled.

“More like a main dish when you pile five or six onto your plate,” Noelle teased.

“I’m too full to eat pie,” Holly groaned, longing written all over her face as she stared at the trio of deep-dish pumpkin pies. Their shiny orange tops boasted long cracks zigzagging down the centers—exactly how her mother always left them to cool. “I’m already looking big as a pumpkin! And I think Joy ate so many mashed potatoes with gravy—along with those deviled eggs—that she’s going to explode.”

“You got that right,” Joy said, before releasing a belch that could’ve belonged to a lumberjack. “Taters smothered in gooey gravy are my thing. Please keep the pie out on the sideboard, okay?” Her gaze locked onto Merri, who had a record-breaking clean-up speed. “You remembered the Reddi-Whip, right?”

“Yes, ma’am. I bought both Reddi-Whip and Cool Whip this year.”

A collective, deeply satisfied sigh rippled around the table. The four Nicholas daughters pushed back from their chairs, the scraping of legs on hardwood signaling the end of the feast.

On instinct, they all stood and collected dishes, glasses, and silverware. Merri gathered hers, mind already shifting to dishwasher strategy, and headed toward the brightly lit country kitchen, still fragrant with the rich aroma of Thanksgiving cooking.

Her father rose more slowly than the girls. He snagged another bite of homemade bread before ambling toward the living room.

“We got this, Dad,” Merri called. “Go sit down and relax—see what’s on TV.”

“Yeah, Dad. Relax,” Joy echoed. “Go, sit.”

“What am I, one of your dogs?” Steven laughed, but he grabbed the newspaper anyway and made his way to his favorite rust-colored recliner. The thing had seen better decades, but it fit him like memory.

“Sitting,” he announced, though Merri knew he’d pretend to sleep before long. He always did that to avoid goodbyes.

In the kitchen, the sisters moved like a relay team. Holly stacked dishes, Jill ran the tap and rinsed them, and Merri slid them into the dishwasher. Noelle—paper-thin and the youngest by a comfortable stretch—continued nibbling as she packed leftovers into containers and shoved them into an increasingly uncooperative fridge.

Another Nicholas Thanksgiving. Another year of that same invisible quiet spot where Mom used to be. Merri felt it like a gentle ache behind the ribs.

“Save some leftovers for tomorrow,” she teased Noelle.

“I know, right? I can’t stop nibbling. Everything is so good! And I haven’t even had pie yet.”

“I gain five pounds every Thanksgiving,” Joy said. “Means I’ll be at the animal shelter most of tomorrow, running it off with my boys.”

“Those pups are lucky to have you,” Holly said as she stole a spoonful of mashed potatoes before Noelle sealed the container. “I wish the shelter would pay you something.”

“Not everything is about money, Holly. I don’t need to be paid to do what I love,” Joy countered. “Wagging tails are compensation enough. You should be so lucky to love your job the way I love mine.”

“I love my job,” Holly protested. “If it were only one job. Madam Mayor expects me to do the work of three.”

“Want some cheese to go with that whine?” Merri teased, nudging her shoulder.

Holly made a face, Noelle burped again, and Joy shut the dishwasher with a strategic bump of her hip before heading for the catch-all bin by the back door.

“Looking for extra leashes,” she muttered.

Holly turned toward Merri. “Hey, have you decided yet on the special you’re going to run for Quick As A Wink this holiday?”

“Nope. Not that I haven’t racked my brain. I’m clueless. Besides, I’m not starting anything tomorrow. We all know how last year’s Black Friday turned out.”

Joy sighed dramatically. “Yeah, well, it’s his loss. I liked the name Donovan.”

“At least being dumped didn’t turn you against men,” Noelle chimed in. “That’d be bad for business. Merri’s business, not mine. My work’s going great.”

“Says the twenty-two-year-old who works 24/7 for a delusional wedding planner,” Joy said dryly. “Have you shown Rochelle any of your drawings?”

“It’s not that simple,” Noelle insisted. “She thinks bridal design is her ‘next big thing.’ She’s great at wedding planning. But designing?…” Noelle shot Joy a mischievous smirk. “Anyway, if you like the name Donovan so much, Joy, why not give it to the next stray mutt you find?”

“It’s not that simple,” Joy mocked. “And show her your drawings! Just because she thinks she’s the only bridal designer within a hundred miles doesn’t mean you should chicken out. Tell me you didn’t sign a non-compete.”

“Girls,” Merri said, raising a hand. “Naughty List warning. Dad’s trying to read.”

“That list doesn’t work on us anymore,” Noelle shot back. “It’s you who should be on the Naughty List… hinting Dad can’t read.”

Merri smothered a laugh.

“And no,” Noelle added, turning back to Joy. “I didn’t sign a non-compete. Bridal design wasn’t even in Rochelle’s job description when she hired me.”

Her father’s chair made a soft creak from the living room. Merri glanced over just in time to catch him peeking through one barely open eye, his expression softening at the sound of all four daughters chattering together. He closed it again quickly. Pretending, always pretending. Goodbyes were his least favorite thing in the world.

Eventually, the dishwasher hummed its final protest, the leftovers were packed away, and Merri, Holly, and Joy crossed to the foyer for boots, coats, and purses.

“Night, Dad. ’Night, Noelle,” they called, knowing their father wouldn’t answer. He never broke character during the Sleep Pretend.

Outside, the November air carried a crisp frost. Earlier snowflakes had settled into a thin layer across the street and lawns, glittering under the porch light. Their boots barely crunched as they walked toward their cars.

“Do you think Noelle will ever leave home?” Holly asked. “She makes enough to be on her own.”

“We’ve already established that not everything is about money,” Merri said gently. “Besides… she feels responsible for Dad. She hates the idea of him being lonely.”

And honestly, Merri admired that about her. Noelle, with her coppery hair and face so like their mother’s, had inherited Marianne’s tenderness in full measure.

Joy linked her arm through Merri’s. “Any ideas on how to get this town more interested in dogs than cats? The shelter is full of pups. Everyone in Snoflake wants a cat.”

“My brain is blank,” Merri said with theatrical despair, hand to forehead.

Holly beeped her Prius unlocked. “You don’t want any of my ideas?”

“Your ideas are as novel as chicken noodle soup,” Joy called back, waving goodbye.

Joy turned to Merri. “Need a ride?”

“No. Ten blocks won’t hurt me. Might even help me work off dinner. Come over later—we’ll brainstorm your pup problem and my business dilemma over hot cocoa.”

“You’re a peach,” Joy said, hugging her. “I love cocoa like a cat hates pajamas. I’ll stop by in an hour or two.”

“Perfect.”

Merri watched Joy’s blue Toyota pull away toward the Mount Hood year-round RV park. She drew in the cold air, smiling softly. She was lucky—so lucky—to have this family.

Maybe next year she’d talk to Dad about hosting a community Thanksgiving at Quick As A Wink. The meeting room had plenty of space.

Her favorite thought—the one that always filled her heart—popped into her head: 

We Nicholas sisters are like a Christmas sweater: tightly knit.


      ***Ninety minutes later, Merri was dragging the last box of decorations out of the closet when a knock snapped her upright.

She glanced guiltily at her bare tree—pathetic enough to earn a place in the Charlie Brown archives—and prayed Joy wouldn’t mind helping decorate while they brainstormed.

She hurried to the kitchenette, grabbed instant cocoa and two oversized mugs, and was halfway to the door when the second, more insistent knock came.

Opening it, she found Joy shivering, puffs of frosty breath bursting from her lips as she rubbed her hands together.

“Where are your gloves?” Merri asked.

“In the car,” Joy said sheepishly.

Merri rolled her eyes and hauled her sister inside. “If you catch a cold—or pneumonia—Dad will blame me.”

“I’m too old to be mothered,” Joy said, shrugging off her coat. “Besides, cold hands, warm heart. Cocoa, please.”

Two steaming mugs later, they sat cross-legged on Merri’s braided rug, staring at the naked tree and unopened boxes beneath it.

“So let me get this straight,” Joy said, sipping foam from her upper lip. “In exchange for your wealth of shelter ideas—which I still haven’t heard—I help you decorate the saddest tree in Snoflake.”

“Correct.”

“And why isn’t it done yet?”

“I’ve been… distracted.”

“By?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Donovan.” Joy sighed. “Still trampling through your head?”

Merri exhaled. “In my defense, I thought he was ‘the one.’ Who gives a woman an engagement ring the week before Thanksgiving and dumps her on Black Friday? His voice keeps echoing: ‘We don’t complete each other… There’s no spontaneity… We have nothing in common.’”

“Your Donovan impression is impressive,” Joy said. “But he isn’t the only ornament on the tree. Although speaking of ornaments—your tree doesn’t actually have any.”

“I know.”
 Mom never let a single holiday go undecorated past November fifteenth. Merri didn’t need that reminder, but Joy was right. She’d done her best all these years, but lately everything felt behind.

“You’re not Mom,” Joy said gently. “Stop comparing yourself. You’re incredible.”

“Thanks, but you should’ve seen your face when you walked in.”

Joy snorted. “True. You’re usually done before anyone else. But I’ll decorate this monstrosity myself if it means we come up with a plan for holiday adoptions.”

“Radio on?” Merri suggested.

Soon they were working their way around the tree, hanging handmade and store-bought ornaments alike, until finally it looked like a proper Nicholas Christmas tree.

“Please tell me you didn’t keep last year’s pitiful tinsel,” Joy said.

Merri lifted the cardboard rings triumphantly.

“Scrooge,” Joy muttered, heading to the kitchen for more cocoa.

Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree ended, and an announcer began describing a holiday contest.

Merri froze. “Wait. That’s it.”

“What’s it?”

“A contest! Quick As A Wink can host an online contest—something like the Twelve Dates of Christmas Love Challenge. Or—wait—True Love Holi-Date Connection.” She beamed. “And it will guarantee the winner finds someone special this season!”

Joy wrinkled her nose. “Guaranteeing is risky. What if the ‘winner’ ends up being a troll? Or a stalker? Or a womanizing egocentric?”

“A womanizing egocentric?” Merri laughed. “Joy, this is Snoflake, Oregon. Our wildest scandal is the mayor’s cat knocking over a donation jar. Besides, speed dating is hyper-local. We know practically everyone. You know the RV park crowd. Noelle works in Parkdale. Holly in Odell. Between us? We’d spot a weirdo from a mile away.”

“Fair…” Joy admitted. “But how does this help the shelter?”

Merri’s brain clicked. Hard.
 “I’ll offer twelve speed-dating nights. A free B&B stay for any winners from outside Snoflake. Christmas activities—Mt. Hood outings, gift cards, fun stuff. BUT—wait for it—they also get their choice of a fully fixed and vaccinated puppy.” She inhaled sharply. “To keep or give away to a kid on Santa’s Nice List!”

Joy gasped. “Wow. No one better call you a one-idea wonder, again. Though I’m concerned you’re still hung up on the Naughty/Nice List. But seriously—this is genius.”

Joy looked up, struck by inspiration. “I’ll print posters with pictures of the pups! And we’ll plan one activity at the shelter for your winners—a meet-and-greet! I’ll even throw in food and treats!”

She bounced on her toes like a toddler on Christmas morning. “This is going to be amazing!”

Merri grinned. “It’s like you said—I am the Queen of great ideas.”

“And,” Joy said, wagging her finger, “you’re 100% on the Nice List this year.”
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Ned the Head Elf stood before Santa’s massive desk, its top strewn with papers, baubles, and the two most magical books of lists in history—the Naughty List and the Nice List—and stared down at his pointy boots in defeat. 

“I have no ideas, sir,” he said, feeling the words land with a thud in his own chest. “I’ve searched and searched, but I cannot find your grandson anywhere.”

From where Ned stood, Santa looked smaller than usual behind that messy desk. The old man slumped, then lowered his head into his hands, elbows braced on an unsorted stack of paperwork. This time of year had always been Santa’s favorite—Ned knew that—but lately it was also the most stressful. Every year got more exciting… and somehow worse on the big guy’s body.

Mrs. Claus had told Santa this was it. His last global adventure. Time to retire. The word sounded like a bad cough to Ned: necessary, maybe, but unwelcome. Santa loved the idea of relaxing year-round; that much was obvious. But he hated the sound of retirement, and Ned could see the tug-of-war in his eyes every time the subject came up.

“Have you thought to look for him at his newest retreat?” Santa asked at last, his voice muffled behind his hands. “That penthouse in New York?”

Ned’s head snapped up, relief punching through his gloom. Of course. The penthouse. Trust Santa, with his arthritis, high blood pressure, and expanding girth, to still have the sharpest mind in the North Pole.

“No, sir,” Ned admitted, heat creeping up his neck. “I completely forgot about New York.”

“Well, best be off,” Santa said, sitting up and folding his hands on the desk. “I need him here quick as a wink.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll leave right away—well…” Ned cleared his throat. “I’ll leave on Saturday, if that’s okay with you. Since tomorrow is Black Friday and all.”

“Yes, yes; that will be fine.” Santa waved one mittened hand, then lifted a finger. “And don’t forget to—”

“I know, sir,” Ned cut in, a bit too hastily. “I won’t forget to tell Silly Sally she’s in charge while I’m gone.”

“Ned!” Santa’s tone sharpened, though a familiar twinkle lit his eyes. “Name-calling will place you on the Naughty List.”

“Sorry, sir,” Ned muttered.

With that warning prickling at the back of his mind, Ned left Santa’s office, trudged down the hallway, out of the mansion, and across the packed snow to the workshop. He found Sally right where he’d expected her: micro-managing a small group of new toy-making elves, her hands flying as she corrected their grip on tiny hammers and paintbrushes.

“Sally,” Ned called out in his usual gruff tone. “I’m going to be away the day after Black Friday on North Pole business.”

She didn’t look impressed. “Nice announcement, Ned. Is there a question lurking somewhere in that statement?”

Ned ground his teeth. “Santa will need you to cover for me that day.”

“Ah. I see. Santa will need me to cover for you,” she said, lips twitching.

“Yes,” he insisted. “Santa will.”

“I’m happy to oblige, since it’s Santa who needs me to take over for you.” Sally tilted her head. “However, if you’d mentioned you needed my help, I’m not sure I’d have been so eager to comply.”

“Sally! As you know, you’re the second-in-command elf. It’s your duty to comply.”

She sighed, clearly enjoying herself. Ned knew she loved getting his gruff up—especially since she knew the real score between them.

“So, Ned,” she said sweetly, dismissing the new toy-making elves with a flick of her fingers. “How long has it taken you this year to locate Niko?”

Ned winced. “Too long,” he admitted. “I thought I’d looked everywhere possible. Then Santa reminded me of that new penthouse Niko’s mother got him last year, so he could enjoy the ball drop up close and personal on New Year’s Eve.”

He paused, nose crinkling like a two-day-old cupcake. “Who’d ever want to live in New York City?”

“Obviously Niko does,” Sally said. “He’s been there for almost two months now.”

Ned’s head jerked up. “You… you knew where Niko was and didn’t tell me?”

Sally smiled, slow and wicked. “You know how ‘silly’ I am, Ned.” She tossed his favorite insult back at him like a snowball. “I simply didn’t think to let you know.”

Ned bristled, feeling his ears go hot. “But you know I’m the one tasked to hunt him down every year.”

“Do I?” she asked, all innocence.

“Yes, you do, you silly elf!”

“Uh-uh-uh, Ned.” Sally shook her finger under his nose. “You know Santa does not allow name-calling, grumbling, grinching, groaning, or anything like that. Be careful, or you’ll find yourself on the Naughty List for—what is it? Oh, yes.” Her eyes sparkled. “Ninety years.”

“You needn’t remind me,” Ned grumbled. “I’m the one who wrote those dang elf rules.”

“Don’t I know it,” Sally said. “And don’t you forget—I know the real reason you wrote them, too.”

Ned regretted composing the Ten Commandments of Elf Rules and Behavior almost immediately after he’d written them all those years ago. All because Sally had stepped on his Elven toes with a better workshop idea than his.

“I know, I know,” he muttered. “And just to be clear, you had the best idea for Santa’s surprise that year. I got jealous because I wanted my idea to be the best.”

“Best ideas come to the best,” Sally teased. “But I forgive you.”

“I don’t recall saying ‘sorry,’” Ned replied stiffly.

“But you need to say it.” She turned, then remembered the wide-eyed group of new toy makers still hovering nearby. “All right, everyone, that’s enough for today. Off you go.” Once they’d scattered, she faced Ned again. “It’s time to put the past behind us.”

Sally reached into her deep pocket and pulled out a folded piece of computer paper. “Here is Niko’s address in New York City,” she said, handing it over, “complete with his itinerary for the next few days.”

“Thanks, Sal… Wait, what?” Ned blinked. “You even have his itinerary?”

“And you’d have had it too,” she said lightly, “if you’d asked me for it.”

Ned hung his head. Pride. Again. His old, familiar downfall.

“I’m sorry, Sally,” he said quietly. “For everything. Do you think we can truly start fresh and work as a team—like Santa wants us to?”

Sally’s grin spread ear to ear. “Abso-positively,” she said. “Have a candy cane, Ned.” She pulled a large red-and-white-striped cane from her other pocket, complete with a bit of tinsel and sawdust clinging to it.

Ned accepted the peace offering, smiling despite himself, and left the workshop in Sally’s capable hands.

It’s just Sally—not Silly Sally, he reminded himself as he trudged down the lane toward his small cottage. Dark. Lonely. As un-decorated as Charlie Brown’s tree.

He unlocked the door and went inside. The familiar quiet wrapped around him like an old blanket. Ned lit the oil lamp, threw a couple logs into the small fireplace, snapped his fingers to coax the flame to life, then plunked himself down into the rocking chair Santa and Mrs. Claus had gifted him with many years ago.

As the fire grew warm and cozy, Ned reached for his copy of the Naughty and Nice List before he could nod off. His fingers trembled a bit as he thumbed to the N’s. The book updated itself every three and a half minutes—he knew because he’d timed it once—so there was always a chance his latest outburst had come back to haunt him.

He skimmed the page, found Ned the Head Elf, and breathed a long, shaky sigh of relief.

His name was still on the Nice List.


      ***Niko Cain bounded up the last flight of stairs to his New York penthouse, preferring the solitude of the stairwell to the crowded hum of the elevator. The eleventh floor smelled faintly of old paint and new money—the combination he’d come to associate with this building.

Turning the corner, he came to an abrupt halt.

Missy Atkins, his eleventh-floor neighbor, was standing on the landing like she was posing for a magazine cover. One hand on the rail, chin tilted, hip cocked, lips painted a bold crimson that screamed notice me.

“Missy! I didn’t know you’d be… well, on the stairs,” Niko said. “Didn’t you say you hated them? That you preferred the elevator?”

“Can’t a girl change her mind?” Missy retorted, her full pout deepening. “When I found out you prefer the aerobics of the stairs instead of the ‘lazy way up on the elevator’”—she quoted his actual words back to him, no small feat—“I thought I’d give it a try.”

Niko lifted a brow. He hadn’t meant that comment to turn into a personal challenge, but Missy was nothing if not determined.

“I’m flattered you remembered what I said,” he replied, moving past her carefully poised stance. “Glad you enjoyed the, ah, aerobics.”

“I did,” Missy said, falling into step behind him. “I feel… exercised. And actually quite thirsty.” Her voice dropped half a notch. “Mind if I have a glass of water?”

By the time she finished the question, they were standing outside his penthouse door. Niko hesitated. He’d been raised to be a gentleman, and gentlemen did not slam doors in women’s faces—even women whose intentions were as obvious as Missy’s.

“I have some bottled Perrier in the fridge,” he offered. “Wait right here, and I’ll get it for you.”

“Why, Mr. Cain!” Missy drawled, sliding into a syrupy Southern accent. “Where are your manners?” She took a step forward, already crossing the threshold. “It’s polite to invite a lady in,” she crooned, eyelashes batting like they were trying out for a Guinness record.
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