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Chapter 1
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As Rosie Plum stood amidst the quiet candy shop, a twinge of uncertainty crept into her heart. A question lingered, as delicate as the sugar strands she twirled—had she made the right choice by becoming co-owner of the candy store? 

Not that she didn’t like the store. Quite the opposite. She loved every day she worked at the Snowflake Sugar Shop. It was a dream come true when Mable hired her four years ago. Since then, Rosie had poured her heart into creating confectionery art, her hands dancing with sugar and chocolate, weaving sweet dreams for the small town’s residents. But the shop at that time, much like the quaint town itself, survived on the whispers of tradition and the support of the occasional tourist. So when Mable passed away, Rosie’s world in Mistletoe, Alaska, had turned as fragile as the spun sugar she sculpted.

And then, Sadie, Mabel’s granddaughter, arrived like a winter storm, bringing with her winds of change that Rosie could never have anticipated, not only for the store but the entire town. Thanks to Sadie’s initiative, Mistletoe transformed from a sleepy town into a year-round Christmas village, attracting tourists like moths to a flame. And in the heart of this transformation came an offer Rosie couldn’t refuse—to become a co-owner of the shop she adored.

Now she wondered if she made the right decision.

As a talented confectioner, Rosie took immense pride in her work. Her parents had owned their own business and instilled in Rosie a strong work ethic. And Rosie carried that with her every day. But unlike her parents, Rosie never dreamed of owning her own business. She simply wanted to make candy. That’s what got her out of bed in the morning. That’s what motivated her best creations. Deep down, she knew that investing in the shop was the right decision, but it came at the price of increased stress and worry.

And now, with Sadie away on her honeymoon, Rosie had full responsibility for the candy shop. The upcoming Valentine’s season meant everything to her, not only because of the potential profits but also as a personal testament to her ability to successfully manage the store.

She swept her curly red hair back into a ponytail and grabbed her sketch pad from underneath the counter. “Alright, Rosie. Let’s do this,” she murmured, tapping her pencil against the clipboard in her hand.

Valentine’s Day was four weeks away and bound to be busy, especially those last few days leading up to the fourteenth. Things had quietened down in January as few tourists wanted to celebrate Christmas right after December, so sales had slumped, and the store needed Valentine’s Day to turn things around. “I need something attention-grabbing to make a splash on social media,” she said to the empty store and opened her sketch pad, flipping the pages until she found the blown sugar heart-shaped bowl. While far from captivating, it was an excellent project with which to warm up her sugar-blowing skills before taking on a larger project.

Clad in her favorite apron, Rosie’s face was a picture of concentration as she carefully heated the sugar, her cheeks flushed from the effort and the warmth of the kitchen.

The sugar softened under the heat, turning into a viscous, glowing, red, pliable ball. With years of experience, Rosie knew the right moment to blow. She put the tube to her lips and began to shape the molten sugar, her breath steady and controlled.

However, despite her expertise, Rosie was facing an unexpected challenge. Instead of forming into the smooth, symmetrical shape of a traditional heart, symbolizing love and affection, the sugar had a mind of its own. Each attempt resulted in a messy creation that looked more like a human heart than a Valentine’s one. Too bad it wasn’t Halloween.

Frustrated but determined, Rosie wiped the sweat from her brow and prepared for another attempt. The sugar glowed under the light, ready to be molded by her skilled hands. She shook her arms and stretched her fingers, hoping her vision would come to life this time. But again, she failed.

“I don’t understand,” she muttered, pouring herself a coffee. She walked over to the storefront window as the late Alaskan dawn broke, making the snow glisten under the cold sun like a million tiny crystals. The store didn’t open for another hour. She could take a walk or, better yet, lie in the snow and make a snow angel. As a child, her mother always had to call her in: “Rosie, come inside before you freeze to death.” But Rosie never felt the cold and always lived somewhere with a snowy winter. Why people complained, she never understood. Yes, on occasion, it caused mayhem. So did any extreme weather. But overall, snow was invigorating and beautiful. Each snowflake was unique, yet part of a great tapestry, where every detail, from the intricate patterns of frost on a windowpane to the gentle curve of a snowdrift, was an expression of snow’s quiet yet fleeting beauty. Maybe that could be the inspiration she needed for her Valentine’s Day project.

So lost in thought, the pounding on the back door nearly gave her a heart attack. Of course. Her delivery was right on time.

Wiping her hands on her apron, adorned with tiny, embroidered lollipops, she hurried to greet the delivery man.

“Morning, Rosie,” called Jim, the regular delivery guy, with a grin. “Got a big order for you today.”

His emphasis on ‘big’ puzzled her. She didn’t recall this order being any different from her usual one, except for a few more boxes of Isomalt. Her eyes widened in disbelief as Jim unloaded box after box.

“Jim, this seems like more than ten pounds of Isomalt.”

Jim checked his clipboard, his brow furrowing. “According to this, it’s a hundred pounds. Must be quite the project.”

Rosie’s stomach knotted. “A hundred pounds? There must be some mistake.”

“Don’t think so,” Jim said. He pulled up her order on his phone. “Here it is. You even signed off on it being a special order.”

She chuckled nervously, staring at the screen. “What does that mean?”

“It means I can’t take it back.”

“But Jim...”

“Think of it this way,” he said, navigating the dolly stacked with boxes into the store. “You won’t have to buy any more for months and months.”

As they stacked the boxes, Rosie began laughing nervously. “This is ridiculous. Look at how many boxes there are.”

“I think it’s time to experiment,” he said, wiping his brow.

Rosie stood amidst the towers of Isomalt. “I wanted to work on my sugar art, but not in this volume.”

“Well, if anyone can figure out what to do with all of this, you can, Rosie.”

“Thanks,” she said, her optimism draining out of her like water from a leaky sink.

Rosie didn’t have time to dwell because it was time to open the store, and she spotted a woman waiting out front. Perhaps they’d have a good sales day. “Good morning, and welcome to the Snowflake Sugar Shop,” Rosie said, holding the door open. The middle-aged woman nodded and smiled, then began perusing the rows of candy before shaking her head and sighing.

“Is there something special you’re looking for, ma’am?” Rosie asked.

The woman looked up from the red velvet box full of truffles in her hand. “I’m not quite sure yet,” she said. “I’m here on business and flying home later today. It’s my anniversary, and my husband has a huge sweet tooth, but it’s hard to find something at this time of year that is not left over from Christmas or set up for Valentine’s Day.” She pulled out her phone, giving it a quick glance. “I’m also pressed for time.”

“Well, you’ve come to the right place,” Rosie said. “Let me think for a minute.” She closed her eyes and thought of all the confections she’d been working on. An idea popped into her head. “I’ve got it. I have something in the back I think you might like.” Rosie left, then returned with a small tray. “These are some new things I’ve been working on. They’re called stained glass snowflakes. Made entirely of colored sugar, they are certain to satisfy any sweet tooth.”

“They’re quite stunning,” the woman said, staring at the snowflakes in various colors.

“What if we lay them in a box and then put two of our love bird truffles on top? The truffles nest together, forming a heart and have an ice wine filling.”

“That sounds lovely,” the woman said, wiping a tear off her cheek. “Oh my, I’m sorry. But this has flooded me with emotion. On the day we were married, it was snowing large beautiful snowflakes. You reminded me how lucky I am that after ten years, I am still madly in love with my husband, and he is with me.”

“That’s wonderful,” Rosie said, trying to ignore the twinge in her heart. She’d yet to meet anyone who filled her with the kind of love this woman had for her husband. Not that she’d been looking. Her life was quite full the way it was. But sometimes, she wondered what it would be like, especially after working with Sadie during her blossoming relationship with Martin Kringle. Rosie shook her head, clearing her mind. Now was not the time. She focused on packaging the candy and handed a beautifully wrapped box to the woman. “That will be thirty-five dollars, please.”

“It’s worth every penny,” the woman said, paying for her purchase. “Thank you so much. With candy like this, I imagine you will be overrun come Valentine’s Day.”

Rosie smiled. “I never complain about being busy. And I’ll have help.” Nora, Martin’s daughter, worked there part-time. Then there was Jack Kringle, a cousin of Martin’s who was apparently filling in for Sadie. He’d yet to arrive, so she wasn’t holding her breath.

As the day wore on, Rosie attended to a small but steady stream of customers, offering samples of her latest confections and suggesting personalized gift ideas for their loved ones. In between transactions, she couldn’t help but steal glances at the clock, silently calculating whether they were on track to meet their sales goals. And oh, how that order mistake would hurt their bottom line. She’d need to figure out a solution before Sadie returned. It’s not that she’d never considered the store’s sales before, but that had never been her primary concern. Now she had to wear two hats, one for business owner Rosie and one for confectioner Rosie.

Could she do both? Fear of failure followed her around like a shadow. She loved her friends and all the quirky characters in their crazy Christmas-themed town. Not to mention the store. What would happen if she let them all down?
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Jack Kringle descended the bus steps with effortless grace, his stylishly tailored coat billowing behind him. The air was crisp and cool as he inhaled the fresh mountain air, clearing his lungs of the hot, dry, and stale bus air. “Welcome to Mistletoe: Where the Holiday Spirit Never Ends,” a sign cheerfully greeted him. He gave a small chuckle. Just what he needed. A town that celebrated Christmas all year. As if being part of the Kringle family wasn’t enough. 

While he’d previously visited his cousin, Martin, he’d gone directly to Martin’s cabin outside of town. Now he glanced around at the picturesque village, with its decorated town square and enormous Christmas tree, feeling both charmed and slightly out of place.

He saw a sign for the Snowflake Sugar Shop and headed in that direction. “Better late than never,” Jack muttered, picking up his duffle bag and adjusting the leather satchel slung across his chest. He’d arrived two days late, but he hadn’t been able to resist making a few stops along the way, enjoying the sights and sounds of his journey from Switzerland. His chocolatier training had been intense, so certainly, he could relax for a few days before starting at the Snowflake Sugar Shop. Besides, it wasn’t like he signed a contract or anything. This was simply a favor for Martin and Sadie.

Jack took in the vibrant colors and festive decorations adorning each building as he made his way through the quaint town square. He couldn’t help but smile at seeing children laughing and playing in the snow. How odd it must be for them to be surrounded by Christmas decorations all year round. Wouldn’t that diminish the specialness of the season? It didn’t for his family, but to call his family unique was an understatement.

Jack approached a store with a sign above the sidewalk of a magnificent white snowflake against a pale blue backdrop, creating an illusion as if it were delicately crafted from sugar. “This must be the place,” he said, and indeed it was. ‘Snowflake Sugar Shop’ was etched in glass on the store’s door. The storefront was nicer than he expected for such a small town. The old building had undergone a meticulous restoration, reverently bringing back to life its early twentieth-century charm. Large, inviting display windows lined the approach, showcasing a mesmerizing array of sweets and treats, each meticulously arranged as if for a glossy magazine shoot. On the ground lay elaborate, patterned tiling leading the customer to a large wooden door, replete with a large glass pane and adorned with ornate brass hardware, gleaming under the store’s welcoming lights. It hit him that working there might not be so bad after all. Perhaps Sadie’s business partner found the same joy and satisfaction in this sweet endeavor as Jack found in his passion for working with chocolate.

The scent of sugar and warm spices enveloped Jack the moment he stepped into the store. He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply, connecting to the world of sweets surrounding him. Confection was no passing interest to Jack, unlike so many other careers he’d tried. Being a chocolatier was the first thing he had ever truly committed to in his life. Known for losing interest in things quickly, his enduring love of chocolate surprised his entire family, himself included.

The transformation from simple cocoa beans into a myriad of irresistible confections was akin to magic—something his family knew about, so that was saying something.

“Excuse me, are you Jack Kringle?” A voice disrupted his reverie.

Jack opened his eyes and faced the most stunning woman, with vibrant, curly red hair cascading around her face like a ruby waterfall. Delicate freckles adorned her nose and cheeks, and the gentle lines etched at the corners of her mouth revealed a history of abundant laughter. But she was not smiling now. Her striking green eyes, which had the potential to sparkle like an emerald in the sun, glared at him with the power of Medusa.

Jack swallowed. “Ah, yes. That’s me.” He offered a charming smile, attempting to downplay the tension. “Apologies for my tardiness. I got a bit…sidetracked on the way.”

“Well, you’re here, so never mind that now. I’m Rosalind Plum, but everyone calls me Rosie.”

“Martin has told me so much about you,” Jack said, extending his hand for a friendly shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Rosie.”

“Likewise,” she replied curtly, returning the handshake firmly. “Would you like a tour, or is there somewhere else you need to be?”

He noticed her eyeing the duffle bag over his shoulder. “Oh, no. It’s fine. I’ll drop my stuff off at Martin’s later. I’m eager to see the shop and the kitchen facilities.”

“We’re a small store in a small town, Jack. I’m sure we can’t compare to where you worked in Switzerland.” Her tone hit as icy as the streets outside.

Martin had described Rosie as fun, outgoing, and optimistic. This woman was tense, curt, and on edge. “It has more to do with the quality of the chocolate and the vision and skill of the chocolatier than the state of the kitchen, wouldn’t you agree?”

“So if you’re so good, hot shot, why did you have the time to come to Mistletoe and help out little old me?”

“What? No. You’ve taken that the wrong way. All I meant is that there is no direct correlation between top-of-the-line tools and excellent products. Of course, you need good quality chocolate, but once you have that, it’s about passion, vision, and creativity.”

“I know what you mean. I feel that way about sugar work,” Rosie said, and Jack noted how her eyes lit up. “There’s nothing like crafting something beautiful and unexpected. It’s chemistry, but there is definitely an art to it, a blend of skill and imagination. And oh, the joy of witnessing someone savor one of our creations is incomparable—watching their expression shift from curiosity to bliss. That is when the true reward of our craft is realized. Each candy is not merely a treat, but an experience, a cherished memory in the making.”

“Yes, exactly,” Jack agreed.

“Alright then,” Rosie said, clapping her hands and shattering the shared moment. “Let’s get on with it.”

Jack nodded, hit with a surge of enthusiasm at the prospect of sharing his passion with another. He’d previously believed the store sold mostly prepackaged items, despite Martin’s attempts to have him check out their Instagram page—something he would undoubtedly do later that night. If Rosie allowed him to experiment, he could stir things up and give this town something completely unexpected.

Perhaps a month in Mistletoe wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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