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      Hannah Holly, Hamling Hollow’s new kindergarten teacher, spreads Christmas cheer faster than her golden retriever Bailey can steal gingerbread men. But when she literally stumbles into widower Ben Winters, it’s not just hot cocoa that spills!

      Single dad Ben isn’t looking for love, but Hannah’s sequin-spangled enthusiasm is harder to resist than Santa’s cookies. As they bake, decorate, and craft letters to St. Nick, sparks fly faster than tinsel in a snowstorm.

      With meddling munchkins, a matchmaking pooch, and more Christmas spirit than the North Pole, can Hannah and Ben overcome their emotional wounds to unwrap the gift of love?

      Experience the healing power of love and the cozy, feel-good warmth of this sweet single-father romance full of humor and hope.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Hannah

          

        

      

    

    
      “Woohoo!” My holiday spirit is on full blast as I push through the gymnasium’s double doors. It’s my very first Christmas as a kindergarten teacher in Hamling Hollow, and I can’t wait to see those little faces sparkle.

      “Oof.” I knock over a sawhorse reindeer, and my armful of jingling bells and twinkle lights scatter over the yards of garlands and wreaths spread over the polished floor.

      “Mia, could we somehow fit one more string of fairy lights around the entrance?” I can barely contain my energy to bedeck every inch with Christmas cheer.

      From atop her ladder, Mia Ma, my best friend and fellow teacher, beams down at me with cheeks flushed a jolly red. “Are we decorating or sending signals into outer space with all these lights?”

      I tug at my festive red apron heavy with just shy of a zillion sequins. “Can you really blame me? It’s a Christmas fair. More lights means more Christmas magic.”

      Mia knows my tendency to go overboard on the decorations. After all, I was the one who brought enough turkey feathers to fill a small jump house just a few weeks ago for the turkey trot hoedown.

      “Alright, alright.” Her eyes crinkle with amusement. “But when the custodian yells at us for tripping the circuit breakers, I’m throwing you under the sleigh.”

      Speaking of the devil, our curmudgeonly custodian chooses that moment to lumber by. His arms are full of fold-up chairs. “I see you ladies are trying to outshine the sun again.”

      “Mr. Jenkins,” I chirp. “Just the man I wanted to see. How do you feel about installing a backup generator?”

      Before he can reply, a golden blur streaks past, nearly taking out his legs.

      “Whoa there, Comet!” he yelps, narrowly avoiding a chair-alanche.

      I spin around to find my golden retriever, Bailey, prancing proudly with a stolen ribbon.

      “You little sneak,” I cry as Bailey lets out a happy yip. “How many times have I told you? No snatching decorations.”

      I try to sound stern, but Bailey’s tail wags undeterred. I swear there’s a twinkle of mischief in those big brown eyes. With his fluffy blond fur, he looks like Santa’s ribbon-curling elf minus the scissors.

      I lean down to scratch behind his floppy ears. “Oh, I suppose one stolen ribbon won’t ruin the fair.”

      Bailey’s crime spree is quickly forgiven as a chorus of delighted squeals erupts. My kindergartners have arrived, led by the parent volunteer, to help hang paper snowflakes.

      “Look, it’s a Christmas puppy,” little Lily exclaims, her eyes wider than Santa’s waistline.

      “Miss Holly!” Tommy races towards me with a construction paper reindeer. “I made Rudolph. Can we hang him up?”

      “Of course.” I laugh, lifting him up to reach a low-hanging beam. “Let’s give Rudolph the place of honor.”

      “Miss Holly.” Zoe tugs at my apron, her pigtails bouncing. “Can Bailey wear antlers? Pretty please?”

      “Only if you can catch him.” I wink and watch the kids giggle and chase after my four-legged partner in crime.

      Soon, Bailey is basking in adoration, showing off his ribbon-stealing skills to his pint-sized fan club while sporting taped-on antlers, a couple of paper snowflakes, and tinsel tangled in his tail.

      I swear he’s winking at me, the ham.

      “That dog’s got more Christmas spirit than a mall Santa on espresso.” A rare smile cracks Mr. Jenkins’s usually stoic facade.

      The gym doors burst open again. Mrs. Clarkson, our resident Christmas carol enthusiast, ambles in, followed by her troop of gangly middle schoolers, each wearing Santa hats at various jaunty angles.

      “Hannah, darling!” she trills, her voice carrying over the hubbub. “We thought we’d get in some practice. You don’t mind, do you?”

      Before I can answer, the ensemble climbs onto the basketball bleachers and launches into a spirited, if somewhat pitchy, rendition of “Deck the Halls.”

      Not to be outdone, Bailey joins in with enthusiastic howls.

      Mia slides down her ladder, cackling. “Well, if the lights don’t bring in the crowds, that unique melody certainly will.”

      I’m about to retort when someone tugs my apron. It’s Bailey wearing my Santa hat with the brim covering his eyes.

      “Hey, that’s my hat!” I cry, unable to hold back a smile. I retrieve the hat and plop it back atop my own head. “Much better, right? Though I must say, you make a cute elf’s helper yourself.”

      “And look at you.” Mia’s infectious laughter sprinkles the air like a shower of glitter. “Hamling Hollow’s best Santa’s helper, sequins and all. Being the newest teacher in town has its perks. Last year, I had to wrangle the marching band of elves. Trust me. Kindergartners are way easier than hormonal middle schoolers in tights.”

      I strike a pose, tipping my reclaimed Santa hat. “What can I say? I was born for this role. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a date with some mistletoe and a staple gun.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      The evening air tastes like frost and pine as I stand hunched by the front door, bracing against more than just the cold. I’m clutching the tickets too tight as my stomach does a little flip at both the promise and possible pitfall of tonight’s excursion.

      “Daddy, are we going to see Santa today?” Emma’s voice is like a silver bell chiming from her perch halfway down the stairs.

      “Yes, munchkin. But if we’re going, you need to hurry up.” I hide my apprehension behind the facade of a father’s gentle urging.

      Liam, my six-year-old shadow, tugs at my coattails. “Are you going to write a letter to Santa, too?”

      I chuckle, ruffling his sandy hair that always seems in need of a cut.

      “Maybe next year, buddy. I’m more of a helper,” I say, knowing full well my role is just to be present. To be there for them.

      Behind us, the rhythmic tapping of bootheels announces Grace’s arrival. She catches my eye with a look—half encouragement, half challenge.

      She places a consoling hand on my shoulder. “It’s a fair, not a mountain. You can do this.”

      My sister has been my rock since I lost my wife, Sarah. I meet her steady gaze and manage a tight smile. “I know I can. I just … I want today to be perfect for them.”

      Grace gives me a supportive squeeze. “It will be. The kids are so excited. I’ll be right by your side the whole time.”

      Sure enough, they practically dance around me. While I adjust Emma’s earmuffs, Grace helps Liam with his gloves. Her actions are so natural it’s like witnessing a second mother in motion.

      “Daddy, are you going to ask the pretty elf lady to go ice skating with you?” Emma asks with a mischievous grin.

      I raise an eyebrow at her teasing. “What pretty elf lady? The fair hasn’t started yet, silly goose.”

      “I saw her at school. She’s Santa’s special helper.” Emma says in that exaggerated way children do when proclaiming a solid fact. “Mrs. Clarkson says she’s new in town and doesn’t have many friends.”

      “She teaches kindergarten babies,” Liam says, proud that he’s now a first grader.

      “I bet she’s really nice. And she’ll think you’re nice too,” Emma adds. Even at nine years old, she seems intent on playing matchmaker.

      Liam tugs at my coat again. “Yeah. We can all go together, and she can help me see Santa.” His excitement melts my heart.

      Grace winks at me over their heads. “Well, at least we know what Santa is bringing you two this year—a new friend for your dad.”

      “Alright, you two, let’s focus on enjoying the fair first,” I say, herding them out the door.

      It hasn’t even been a year since Sarah passed—too soon to think about moving on. Yet, I can’t help but have a small spark of hope. Nah, it’s not happening. The kids are all that matters right now.

      The school grounds are transformed into a winter wonderland. Strings of twinkling lights crisscross overhead, and the air is alive with the mingling scents of cinnamon, pine, and sugary treats. A brass band belts out Christmas carols, and everywhere, children are squealing with delight.

      Emma’s eyes light up as she spots a group of carolers dressed in Victorian-era costumes. She tugs at my sleeve. “Dad, look! Can we go listen?”

      Liam, on the other hand, shrinks back as a man on stilts dressed as a toy soldier strides past, towering above the crowd. He presses closer to my side, and his tiny hand tightens around mine.

      “It’s okay, buddy,” I reassure him, giving his hand a gentle squeeze. “He’s just pretending. Want to wave hello?”

      Liam shakes his head, burying his face against my coat. I exchange a glance with Grace, who gives me an encouraging nod.

      “C’mon, Dad. You’ve got to see this,” Emma beckons, pulling me like a magnet toward the decorated gymnasium where an elaborately decorated Santa grotto is adorned with all the glittering trappings of the season.

      A crowd is gathered around Santa’s throne, although the jolly old elf is absent. A sign with clock hands shows when he’ll be back. Instead of being disappointed, Emma points excitedly. “It’s Santa’s Helper. Look at her dog. Isn’t he funny wearing those reindeer antlers and that big red nose?”

      Sure enough, an attractive woman sits on the throne, whispering to the children gathered around. Her red-and-green costume is adorned with more sequins than a disco ball, and her dark-brown hair tumbles in waves from beneath a jaunty Santa hat.

      And her smile …

      It’s like someone bottled pure Christmas joy and unleashed it on her face. She’s caught mid-laugh with an expression of pure joy that turns heads—including mine. I can’t help but stare as the sheer force of her presence lights up those around her.

      A pang hits my heart. Sarah used to light up a room like that. I push the thought away and focus on the present.

      Liam leans against my leg, his small hand still gripping mine while he watches the elf. “Is she one of Santa’s real helpers?”

      I allow myself a moment of their innocent delight. “She certainly seems magical enough to be one of Santa’s special helpers.”

      Grace’s nudging elbow breaks our reverie. “The event coordinators did a fantastic job, didn’t they?”

      “A little too fantastic,” I mutter, though not unkindly. Grace smiles knowingly at my grumbling. She’s well aware of my aversion to crowds and noise.

      We meander through the fair, and Emma’s laughter peppers the air when a passerby dressed as a gingerbread man offers her a balloon shaped like a candy cane. Liam eyes the costumed character warily, keeping me firmly between himself and the unfamiliar sights.

      Grace’s competitive spirit kicks in when we wander by a row of game booths. “Hey, who wants to see Aunt Grace win a giant stuffed reindeer?”

      “Me! Me!” both kids chorus.

      Grace rolls up her sleeves dramatically. “Watch and learn, kiddos. Your Aunt Grace was the ring toss champion of her college days.”

      After several attempts (and dollars) later, Grace’s “champion” status is looking a bit dubious. But her exaggerated reactions to each near-miss have the kids in stitches.

      “Aunt Grace, maybe you need glasses.” Emma giggles as another ring bounces off its target.

      “I think the reindeer is safe from us,” I chuckle, patting Grace’s shoulder consolingly.

      Suddenly, Emma gasps dramatically. “Look. The elf lady is serving hot chocolate.”

      She points eagerly toward a booth where the Santa’s Helper elf wears a red sequinned apron over her already garish outfit. The effect is glittering brighter than grandma’s vintage aluminum tree.

      “Can we get some, Daddy? Please?” Liam chimes in, his earlier shyness forgotten in the face of potential sugary goodness.

      I glance at Grace, who shrugs with a grin. “When in Rome …”

      “Alright, troops,” I announce, affecting my best commander voice. “Remember, we get in line and wait politely.”

      As we approach the booth, I can’t help but notice the way the elf’s eyes crinkle when she smiles or how she manages to make each person in line feel like the most important customer in the world.

      “Well, hello there,” she chirps as we reach the front. “What can I get for Santa’s little helpers today?”

      “Hot chocolate, please!” Emma and Liam chorus in unison.

      “Excellent choice.” The elf winks. “And for the big helper?”

      She turns those golden-brown eyes on me, and I swear the temperature rises a few degrees despite the December chill.

      “Uh, same,” I manage, suddenly feeling like a tongue-tied teenager.

      Her golden retriever trots up as she prepares our drinks. Liam’s eyes go wide.

      “Can we pet your dog?” he asks shyly.

      “Of course! Bailey loves making new friends. Just let him sniff your hand first.”

      As the kids cautiously extend their hands to Bailey, who responds with enthusiastic licks, I find myself locking eyes with the elf.
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