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He’s my brother’s best friend, a grumpy billionaire CEO colder than the North Pole. Probably couldn’t find me with a GPS. Not that he’s tried.

She’s my best friend’s sister, the one who melts my icy exterior. Resisting her? It’s like turning down the biggest deal of my life.

But this Christmas Eve? Get ready.

Once Upon A Christmas Eve is a thrilling prelude to ‘# Most Eligible Scrooge’. Buckle up—the ride’s short, but the drop’s electrifying.

I’m Julie Simmons, the everything-assistant to a boss who makes Cruella de Vil look cuddly. Holidays? Ha! I was all set for a season tethered to my laptop, dancing to the relentless beat of my boss’s whims. That was until she sent me on a mission impossible to the luxury hotel of Landon Adams. Landon. My brother’s best friend. My personal Scrooge. My forever crush who’s so distant he might not even remember we inhabit the same galaxy, let alone the same zip code.

Things take a twist with a bar brawl, thanks to some hockey players, and who comes to my rescue? Landon, in all his shining Armani glory. But who said I needed saving? And Landon’s got enough CEO duties to deal with.

Back at my no-pet apartment, I’m greeted by a dog, my missing notebook, and... a knock at the door?

Wait, is that Landon?
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TO MY EMAIL READERS
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This book is dedicated to my email readers, whose love for Landon and Julie inspired me to share it far and wide.

I am so very grateful that you open your inbox to me week after week.

And please, please: 

Always remember, you matter.
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Author’s note:
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Hey you, dear wonderful reader I still sometimes cannot believe is reading my words...Hope you’re all cozy and warm and if you enjoy hot cocoa, that you have the most delicious one next to you.

Thank you so much for picking up this book. I cross my fingers it makes you smile and...sizzle. I mean not sizzle/sizzle... you know what I mean.

And I hope the story makes you feel all warm and cozy. Even if the end might leave you a tad “cliff-hung”. That’s a thing, right? Yes, this book ends on a cliffhanger.

Landon and Julie’s story has a twist, but their “happily-ever-after” is definitely coming. (Ha).

Also, every page you read probably gets a smile out of Landon, and let me tell you: that’s no easy feat.

Happy reading,

<3

Elodie
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CHAPTER 1—Julie
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Being a human Christmas elf in business casual wasn’t part of the job description. And yet...here I am.

My phone buzzes and I tense because Mara could be adding a thousand things to my already mile-long to-do list. 

My jaw unclenches when I see the name.

How’s the merry hellscape? It’s Lana also known as Lana Banana, my office-best-friend, my fellow Mara-survivor, the only other person at Love Fairy who knows what “code red Christmas” means.

Send help, I type back. Or vodka. Or both.

Counter-offer: you survive today and I buy you dim sum after the holidays.

You drive a hard bargain, Banana.

Don’t I know it. Also — Operation Try-Not-To-Cry-At-The-Office is in effect. Stay strong, soldier.

I tuck the phone away. Operation Try-Not-To-Cry-At-The-Office has been in effect, on and off, since approximately my fourth week at Love Fairy. I have not, yet, cried at the office. I have, however, cried in the office bathroom approximately eleven times.

Lana doesn’t count those.

While I wait for my name to be called, I scroll past my mom’s family photo on Instagram. Jack and his wife and the kids by the tree at home, the dog wearing antlers, my dad photo bombing in a Santa hat. My brother’s caption: missing one. 

Ugh. I am not missing.

I am simply at the beck and call of a woman who thinks Christmas is for assistants who don’t have any goals.

I tap the heart. I type miss you all and a tree emoji. I do not type come get me, because I am almost thirty years old and Lana is right about Operation Try-Not-To-Cry-At-The-Office, which technically also applies to the coffee shop.

I will be fine. I will be fine. I will be fine.

I am living the dream.

While also trying not to get fired.

In New York City. With tourists here for the Christmas lights, Christmas magic, Christmas ... everything.

I love everything about Christmas. Well, almost everything. The smell of fresh gingerbread cookies always drops me straight back into a past I’d rather forget. And crap, of course, this coffee shop has a lot of gingerbread cookies. 

Brain, please don’t.

Too late.

Because once upon a Christmas Eve, the same scent in the air, I fell in love.

Not the kind portrayed in fairy tales, because that would have been too easy, too effortless, and way too graceful. Instead, I did it the Julie-way: I crashed into the reality of first love.

Quite literally.

Back on skates for the first time since the freshman-year incident we are not going to discuss. Three feet onto the ice, I skidded straight into Landon Adams: my brother’s best friend, the star of our high school’s hockey team, and the leading man of my every teenage daydream. 

I had learned every micro-expression of his for years. Across our kitchen table at approximately four hundred breakfasts. Watching him and Jack play hockey. In the hallway at school, where he treated me the exact way a senior is supposed to treat his best friend’s little sister: a nod, a “Hey, Jellybean,” and gone.

I doodled his name on notebooks but learned to file that face under: Older. Off-Limits. Do-Not-Engage.

The face I had just slammed into at the rink was the same face. The crooked nose from an eighth-grade check I’d watched my mom band-aid in our kitchen. The blue eyes I had been getting an A+ at not looking directly at for two years, and which I was now looking directly at.

“Hey!” he cried out as he stumbled against the rink’s barrier. I wobbled, gasping for breath, my apology sounding more like an extra from The Walking Dead than actual words. My mind was a spinning carnival ride: Was he hurt? What if he couldn’t play in the championship?

The rink that had been buzzing a few seconds ago with laughter and the sound of blades slashing across the ice felt silent—until Landon laughed. It was his signature It’s-Just-Julie-Being-Julie chuckle. Not mean, but it was enough to set my cheeks aflame, and soon, the so-called it crowd joined in. 

And their laughter was a chorus of ridicule, reminiscent of the one I experienced two nights earlier when I forgot my lines on stage.

Sophomore year officially sucked.

Tears stinging my eyes, I turned to leave, only for my traitorous skates to betray me again. Splashing onto the ice seemed to be my destiny when I found myself pulled into Landon’s athlete-of-the-year arms. He smelled like gingerbread cookies.

He murmured in my hair, his breath hot against my ear, “You okay there, Jellybean?” and I finally understood the flutters described in my mother’s Harlequin novels. Except they weren’t snow flurries twirling in my chest. Oh, no. They were a teenage-love-Taylor-Swift-song blizzard.

He’d been calling me Jellybean since I was nine. 

Since he saw me sitting at the kitchen table working my way through dozens of small Halloween bags of jellybeans. 

I had taken a peek at Jaws without my parents knowing and I needed a pick-me-up. 

I was sorting the jellybeans by color. The pink ones were the best, the orange ones were terrible, the green ones were sometimes good, sometimes not. He was eleven years old, with a knee scab the size of a quarter, and he sat across from me, picked up a pink jellybean, ate it, smiled, and said, “Hey, Jellybean.”

Like he’d been calling me that my whole life.

He kept calling me that. Through middle school. Through the rink. Through every breakfast at our kitchen table for the next decade.

And when Jack came home from hockey camp in Vermont with a duffel bag that smelled like a locker room and a shopping bag from some little candy place in Duxbury, there would be a tin of jellybeans in it. The tin had a picture of a bear on it and inside? Pink jellybeans on top. Orange ones picked out and given to my parents, who didn’t know better.

Jack always said the same thing when he handed it over: “Landon reminded me.”

And I thought about that every time.

The thing about a nickname someone gave you when you were nine is that it doesn’t update. Even after he saw me in the red dress at sixteen. Or right after college. Hey, Jellybean. Like nothing had changed. Like I was still sitting at that kitchen table sorting candy by color.

But that day? That day it felt different.

For the following half-hour, the universe hit the mute button. The only sensation I was hyperaware of was Landon’s gloved hand, strong and firm around mine, guiding me across the ice. My heart thrummed wildly in my chest, my breath hitched in my throat, and a tingling warmth spread through me, defying the winter chill. We moved in a surreal bubble, just him and me. That is, until the spell was brutally shattered by the grating sound of my brother’s voice. 

“Dude, massive thanks for babysitting my sis. Mom would have gone ballistic if she knew I ditched her at the rink,” Jack’s voice echoed, yanking me back to the harsh reality.

“I wouldn’t have remembered, if it wasn’t for her body-checking me out of nowhere,” Landon replied, a lazy shrug of his broad shoulders sending me spiraling back down from my daydreaming cloud.

And for the past fourteen years, my heart’s been beaten, bruised, burned... by an unrequited crush on my brother’s way-off-limits best friend. 

Fourteen. Years. 

This should come with a trophy. Or some sort of support group. 

“Hi, I’m Julie Simmons, and I should know better.”

Believe me, I’ve navigated the dating scene with all its ups, downs, and swerves. I even braved the awkwardness of a regrettable one-night stand with a self-proclaimed ladies’ man who thought he was the gift that kept on giving, but turned out to be more like a disappointing stocking stuffer. 

But every so often, when the smell of gingerbread cookies wafts in the air, my mind drifts back to that day, that moment.

“Excuse me,” the woman behind me taps my shoulder, interrupting my reminiscing. “The line has moved.”

“Sorry,” I mutter.

“Next!” The barista’s call rings out over the chatter and holiday music of the café. The line trudges forward. My heart pounds as I clear my throat, my boss’ intricate order playing on a loop in my mind.

“Hi, Grande peppermint mocha, almond milk, but only half-sweet, two pumps of peppermint, please,” I begin, determined to hit every detail just right. “And an extra side of whipped cream, cinnamon, and chocolate shavings?” My voice rises, the last part coming out more as a question than an order. I take a beat, my eyes locked with the barista’s, the weight of the clock reading three p.m. bearing down on me. “I need this delivered at Love Fairy headquarters.”

“Type the address and delivery detail on the pad here. You know, you could’ve ordered that on the app,” the barista drawls, her disinterest palpable.

I wince, shuffling my feet. “I know,” I say, more to the floor than to her. “But, well, the app... it doesn’t really capture all those details.” The memory of Mara’s disapproval over a botched order echoes in my mind, and I don’t need a repeat performance.

“Yeah, whatever. That express delivery? It’s going to cost you extra,” she yawns.

“Sure thing. Can I add a Crème Brûlée Latte to go, not for delivery, please?” I need some caffeine and something sweet.

“Name for the latte?”

“Julie.”

After typing all the needed info for the express delivery, I fumble for my wallet and it slips from my nervous grasp, contents scattering across the counter. A huffed sigh from behind sends heat creeping up my neck.

“Sorry,” I mumble as I scramble to gather up my credit cards, my nieces’ pictures that make me wish I could go back home for the holidays, the to-do list Mara keeps adding to, and an old, worn-out library card from the Sandwich Bay public library in Cape Cod. I spent countless hours lost in the pages of romance novels there.

Just as I’m about to leave, a commotion near the café’s entrance catches my attention. A frazzled woman is struggling with an oversized red wagon, three whimpering children squeezed in. I catch her words over the noise of the city, the defeat in her tone resonating with me. “We’re leaving now. Mommy doesn’t need coffee that badly.”

Without a second thought, I head towards them, my coffee in hand. My heart aches with a feeling of recognition. We may not have the same struggles, but she seems at her limits. In my outstretched hand, the coffee seems such a small thing, but sometimes, small things are all we’ve got. 

“Here,” I offer, smiling. “Take mine.”

“Are you sure?”

“If you like Crème Brûlée, it’s yours.” I lift a shoulder. As her kids’ wails get louder, she smiles back at me. 

“Thank you. You have no idea how much that helps. Thank you.”

And for a second, her relieved smile helps me forget Mara’s shrill orders and the stress piling on my shoulders. 

As I exit the café, I step into the bustling holiday rush. The winter air bites at my cheeks while the cacophony of honking cars, children’s giggling, and Christmas tunes blend into a uniquely festive soundscape. The remnants of yesterday’s snowfall soak through my tights, a chilly reminder of the world beyond my peppermint-mocha mission.

Navigating the sidewalk, my gaze keeps drifting back to that overpriced hotel across the street. His hotel. His latest trophy. The one that his corporate beast swallowed whole last month and spit out as New York City’s latest must-stay destination.

Since the moment I set foot in this labyrinth of skyscrapers and subway stations, Landon Adams—the name that’s both haunted my dreams and sparked my anxieties for over a decade—has been an ever-looming possibility. 

The city’s youngest billionaire, a fixture on the “Top Forty CEOs under Forty” list, and an eternal Most Eligible Bachelor. And my favorite? A recurring leading man in my daydreams, and who am I kidding? My night ones too.

He’s been photographed with a different woman in every tabloid I definitely read. He almost got married once. As far as I can tell, his most enduring relationship is with his bank account.
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