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            DAKOTA “KOTA” SCOTT

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, no, no,” I muttered as I pumped the brakes and did my best to steer into the slide. But it was no use, my car careened through the slick, icy snow and came to rest half on, half off the tiny but steep uphill road to Holly Hills. Slamming my hand against the steering wheel, I took a deep breath in hopes of calming myself. It didn’t work. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      I put my car in Park and thumped my head onto the headrest.

      Just what I needed.

      Not.

      As if my week hadn’t already been bad enough. Hell, my entire month had been less than stellar. And now, on the way to Holly Hills to visit my dying grandmother as her last wish, I get stuck on the side of the road in a damn snowstorm.

      Fan-fucking-tastic.

      The snow had been falling steadily before I headed toward Holly Hills, the small town known for celebrating the joy of Christmas all year, but I was used to snow in the winter after living in the Midwest my entire life. I hadn’t been too worried as I pointed my car south.

      However, the snow had increased with each passing minute on my four-hour drive and I’d grown increasingly concerned the closer I got to Holly Hills. I’d known I was pushing my luck to keep going, but if I could just get up the final hill, I’d be safe and warm in Grandma Mary Joy’s kitchen at the Amaryllis Inn.

      Yes, her given name was Mary Joy.

      Yes, she ran the Holly Hills bed-and-breakfast which was named after a Christmas flower.

      Yes, I’d left the city to take part in what was quickly turning into a holiday-themed nightmare.

      But in all honesty, it sounded somewhat better than what I’d left behind, so maybe it wouldn’t be all that bad.

      Sadly, the snowstorm was a wicked beast and had me in its clutches. A layer of ice had been put down first, followed by what seemed to be about six to eight inches of heavy, wet snow—a lot more had fallen here than four hours north—and another round of icy sleet pelted at my windows. The mixed layers plus the steep hill had been my downfall for sure.

      I pulled out my phone, knowing there’d be no signal, but hoping all the same.

      Nope. Nothing. Nada.

      It was the same thing every time I came to visit Grandma. I’d have service most of the drive, then once I reached the smaller hills and valleys below Holly Hills, I’d lose all signal. Once I got to the very top of the monstrosity where Holly Hills sat, my bars would return like magic.

      Granted, I hadn’t been to visit Mary Joy in a couple years, but I assumed cell service at the base of the hill was still zero and the snowstorm wasn’t helping anything. I could only hope service would be better once I got to the hilltop.

      If I got to the hilltop.

      Fuck.

      I leaned forward and rested my head on the steering wheel.

      I was no stranger to driving in snow. Maybe I could get a bit of traction and reverse my way out of the ditch. I put the car in gear. The snow laughed and called me a bitch while my tires spun in the icy mess.

      Because, of course.

      If no one came along soon, I’d need to get out and make sure no snow was blocking my tailpipe. The last thing I needed to add to my shitty month was dying of asphyxiation. I could sit in the warm car for as long as my gas held out; I had water and snacks. But eventually, I’d have to trek my way up the hill. Luckily, I had a warm winter coat, but the comfy sports slides I’d opted to wear on the drive weren’t optimal for snowy conditions.

      Fuck.

      Why had I even decided to come to Holly Hills to spend time with Grandma Mary Joy? A stab of guilty pain jolted me from my little pity party as I recalled the words of her last letter to me—yes, Mary Joy was a spunky, kindhearted, opinionated eighty-year-old spitfire who kept up her end of what was possibly a one-woman campaign to save the art of letter writing.

      Kota Christopher,

      I hope this letter finds you well. How is that fancy job treating you? Your mom and dad were so very proud of you landing such a top-notch position at that company. They tell me it’s one of the very best in your field. I hope you’re happy there for many years to come.

      How’s that man of yours? What’s his name? Forgive me, I’m old. Mitch? Mike? Matt? Anyway, is he a nice boy? Are you serious about him? Will there be a Holly Hills wedding in the future?

      Although, speaking of the future of Holly Hills, I’ll be honest and say I’m worried. Each year gets a bit more challenging. With my health failing, I sometimes wonder if this will be the year that ends it all. Will I even live to see another Holly Hills Christmas with the Amaryllis Inn packed full of happy guests?

      If I were given one last wish, it would be to have my only grandson with me this season. I know you’re terribly busy with your big, important job—an old lady and her small hilltop bed-and-breakfast can’t possibly compete with that—but a girl can dream, right?

      I know your parents are traveling this holiday, so know you’ve always got a place here at Holly Hills if you’re hankering for a family holiday.

      Love,

      Grandma Mary Joy

      I swallowed thickly and tried not to think about the words failing health and last wish. Hell, she was the only grandparent I’d known for most of my life. My maternal grandparents had both passed before I was born and my paternal grandfather had died when I was just a baby. Grandma Mary Joy had showered me with gifts and affection and spoiled me rotten when we lived closer. After I moved away for college, our visits got fewer and farther between, but we still kept in touch.

      As for the job she mentioned, my conflicted heart wasn’t sure if it should soar or sink. I’d landed a graphics design position at one of the most high-paying, upscale advertising firms in the region right after college.

      Only to find that I absolutely abhorred the place.

      Talk about a punch to the gut. Spending four years in college learning everything I could about graphic design and getting what I thought was my dream job, then quickly realizing that the company was a place where souls went to die.

      Sure, they paid a lot, but that was likely just to keep people around. They were sought after, and they did do good work, but it was one of the most negative, soul-sucking, isolating, and demeaning places I’d ever stepped foot into. The people ranged from hateful, detached, unreasonable, uncaring management to zombie-like, cut-throat, nasty lackeys who would seriously do anything to get named to a project. I’m sure there were top-level executives, but the low-lifes never saw them.

      So, had I felt bummed when they called me in and told me they were letting me go? Yeah, a bit. Their reasoning was that I wasn’t showing the competitive drive they’d hoped to nurture in me.

      What they’d meant was I wasn’t a dick willing to screw over my colleagues and anyone else while doing mind-numbingly boring work for clients I had absolutely no contact with.

      That wasn’t why I’d gotten into graphic design. I loved art of all kinds and I wanted more than anything to see my work on ads, but I also wanted to see it on greeting cards, in magazines and books, maybe even in movies.

      I wanted to think I’d eventually get there, and losing my job wasn’t the greatest move on my part, but I knew I’d never get where I wanted to be in my career if I lost my soul to that dreadful company.

      So, yeah, I’d need to tell Mary Joy that I was jobless. The one bright spot was they’d paid me very well and I’d saved a large portion of my income, plus they’d offered me a severance package—I think it was mainly hush money so I’d hopefully not tell others how terrible they were—so I wasn’t destitute.

      I winced.

      While not destitute, I was technically homeless.

      Sighing heavily as the snow and sleet continued to pelt my windows, I recalled the late November conversation with my three roommates. They’d all opted to go their separate ways once our lease was up in December since our rent was increasing and they all had friends or partners to move in with. Which had left me with a quadruple rent or moving out as well.

      Obviously, I’d opted to move out. The apartment wasn’t that great and I had no desire to try to find three new roommates.

      So, Mary Joy’s invite to Holly Hills had come at the perfect time since I needed a place to stay.

      As for Mike…

      I sighed again.

      Mike was a great guy. We’d been friends all through college and got along great. Somewhere along the line, we’d decided that maybe our friendship could be something more. For a while, it was good. And by a while, I mean like a week. But then I’d realized the sex was good and I loved the guy, but I wasn’t in love with him and the sex wasn’t the kind that curled your toes or sent shockwaves through your body—honestly, did that type of sex even exist in real life?

      Mike and I had given in to loneliness and found out that sometimes best friends fall head-over-heels in love and sometimes best friends start having sex for the sake of having sex and realize it was probably a really dumb decision.

      Which was why I wasn’t shocked or upset when Mike sheepishly told me he’d met someone at his bar job and asked if I’d be terribly pissed to give up my ticket for the cruise he’d invited me to go on.

      I mean, on one hand, I probably should have been upset. My best friend had invited me to go on a cruise—the invite had come before we’d added sex into the equation, if that matters—and then he’d pretty much dumped my ass for some new pretty-boy and took away my chance at a tropical island paradise just so he could get some ass. Ass that wasn’t mine.

      But honestly, the sparkle in Mike’s eyes when he talked about this guy was exactly what had been missing between us and I knew I couldn’t argue if he wanted to take a trip with his new man.

      Thing was, I wasn’t even jealous or hurt. Mike and I had agreed to the safe-sex-always rule along with being okay if we saw other people. Which, in hindsight, was another red flag that we were meant only for friendship because I couldn’t see myself being okay with a man I was in love with sleeping with others. No judgement for those who do, it just wasn’t for me.

      “Let’s recap,” I said to the empty car and chuckled. I might have been starting to go a bit crazy. “Kota Scott—who is now talking about himself in third person—is a twenty-four-year old with no job, no home, and no boyfriend. He’s found himself stuck in a snowstorm on the way to visit fucking Holly Jolly Christmas Town in hopes of brightening his dying grandmother’s remaining time and spending a holiday at one of the places that brought him the most joy as a child.” I slow-clapped. “He’s a catch, ladies and gentlemen, a real catch.”

      Fighting the urge to both giggle like a maniac and cry my eyes out, I thumped my head back. Holly Hills really was one of my favorite places as a kid. But as a grown man who’d lost his job, his apartment, and his friend-with-benefits all in the last month, the thought of being joyous or finding happiness in a perpetual Christmas town was a bit daunting.

      Taking a deep breath, I steeled myself for what was ahead.

      First, I’d check the tailpipe.

      Next, I’d warm up in the car a bit.

      Then, I’d climb my lean ass—slip-on shoes and all—up the damn icy hill and find Mary Joy.

      Maybe it was time to push aside my own problems and focus on someone else. My grandmother requested me to spend one last holiday season with her as her dying wish. I could help with the bed-and-breakfast, maybe do a little artwork, and make an old woman happy.

      If I was lucky, the time I spent at Holly Hills would give me some sort of direction as to where I needed to go next in life.

      As I mentally prepared for the inevitable icy-cold hell I was about to face, I took three deep breaths and did my best to convince myself that a little cold wouldn’t kill me.

      I’m not ashamed to admit I screamed like a child when a knock sounded to my left. The dark figure outside my window knocked again and bent down to peer through the icy glass.

      “Please, please, please let the magic of all things Christmas surround me and have this person be friend, not foe,” I muttered to myself. Yeah, I was about three seconds from complete crazy-town. I needed a warm fire, hot chocolate, and Mary Joy’s homemade meals to bring me back to reality.

      With one last silent prayer that the hulking figure belonged to a gentle giant, I cracked my window and offered a smile.

      “Good day, kind sir,” I said solemnly, right before laughing like a loon for mere moments before tears streamed down my face.

      Fan-fucking-tastic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            ALAN VINCENT “VINCE” CARTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Holy hell.

      I’d come down the hill to do a sweep for anyone not able to make it up the steep incline and found a beautiful blond-haired, blue-eyed angel who appeared to be on the edge of a breakdown.

      Shit.

      The kid looked scared, exhausted, and totally done-in. I knew my large frame, made even larger by the bulky winter-wear, was intimidating to some, so I knelt down to bring myself more to his eye level.

      He gave a final hiccupping sob before dashing tears away with the back of his hands and rolling the window down a bit farther. “I’m so sorry. I don’t usually act like a crazy person.”

      I smiled, not sure how much of it he could see with my face mostly covered. “I’m Vince Carter, I live up the hill. Is that where you’re headed?”

      The kid nodded. I guess kid wasn’t right, he looked to be on the lower side of his mid-twenties. But at forty-four, I saw pretty much anyone younger than thirty-five as a kid.

      “I’m Dakota Scott. I’m staying at my grandmother’s bed-and-breakfast.”

      Holy shit.

      This was Mary Joy’s grandson?

      Wait, what? Staying at the Amaryllis? That couldn’t be right.

      I cleared my throat but bit back my reply. “Let’s get you up the hill. Mary Joy will be thrilled to see you.”

      Dakota’s eyes lit up. “You know my grandma?”

      Quirking an eyebrow, I chuckled. “It’s a town of well under a thousand and she owns the inn. Pretty sure everyone knows Mary Joy.”

      He glanced in his mirror. “Is that your truck?” Then he rubbed his brow. “Of course, it’s your truck. You didn’t just appear out of thin air. Can your truck get me unstuck?”

      I winced. “Well, the good news is yes, I can eventually get your car out.”

      Dakota eyed me warily. “And the bad news?”

      I shrugged, my shoulders heavy in the massive coat. “It won’t be until the storm stops and the roads get cleared.” I glanced around and realized the snow fall rate had increased and visibility was next-to-nothing. “Now, I don’t mean to be pushy, but we really need to get my truck up this hill or we’re both going to be stuck down here. And no one else is coming down, I can promise you that.”

      Dakota’s eyes went wide and he scrambled to gather his belongings.

      “You got bags in the back?” I asked. “Pop the trunk,” I said when he nodded.

      We made short work of tossing his stuff in the truck and I said a quick little prayer that my snow tires would get us up to Holly Hills.

      Despite the terrible weather and road conditions, Dakota seemed to be a talker. “How long have you lived in Holly Hills?”

      “Couple years,” I said, doing my best to keep the truck on the road as the incline got steeper. I usually didn’t find myself interested in chit-chat, but something about Dakota loosened my lips.

      “I used to come here all the time to visit Grandma, loved it as a kid. How is she?”

      I cursed under my breath as the truck slid a bit, but chuckled at his question. “Oh, you know Mary Joy. Spitfire as usual.”

      Dakota frowned slightly. “I hope I can make this season good for her. What do you do in town?”

      “Little bit of everything. I moved to get away from…” I paused, I wasn’t spilling my whole life story to this kid five minutes after I met him, no matter how much he made me want to talk. “Just to get away from the big city and all the stress of my old job. I didn’t plan on coming to Holly Hills or staying—Christmas isn’t really my thing—but the place stuck its claws in me and I couldn’t leave. I teach art classes after school, I do odds and ends jobs around town, and I help Mary Joy with the property.”

      “Wow, you sure your name isn’t Jack?”

      When I tossed him a confused look, Dakota shrugged. “You know, Jack of all trades? Never mind. Why is Christmas not your thing?”

      Now it was my turn to shrug. “My parents were super religious growing up and I was super gay.” Normally, I wouldn’t toss out my sexuality to a complete stranger, but I knew Mary Joy’s grandson was gay, so it felt safe. “They, and their church, turned me off anything remotely religious. Christmas was one of the big holidays where I’d get constant lectures and reminders of how much of a sinner I was and how I needed to turn from my evil ways. I moved out when I was sixteen and lived with an aunt, things got a lot better then. But I still have aversions to anything religious, even though I know not all religions and the people who practice are homophobic. Christmas just left a bad taste in my mouth—a reminder of how my parents chose a religion over me.”

      “Wow, I’m sorry. I lucked out that my parents took me being gay pretty much in stride. I’m an only child and I was left on my own a lot. Not like neglected, just raised to be independent. Mom and Dad travel more than they’re home. I told them I was gay, they hugged me, checked their flight time, and headed out again.” Dakota wiped at the frosty window. “I can see why religious holidays might not be your thing. But Christmas is so commercialized these days, sometimes it’s easy to forget it’s not just about Santa and presents.”

      “Even harder to forget when you live in a Christmas town,” I said as the truck crested the last bit of the hill.

      “I bet,” Dakota said with a laugh. “Thanks so much for rescuing me. How did you know I was down there?” He shivered, probably from the cold and his stressful drive.

      “Didn’t know. Just went on a final sweep to see if anyone had been…” I paused. Shit, I couldn’t call the kid dumb.

      “Stupid enough to try the Holly Hills hill in a snowstorm?” Dakota deadpanned. “Ding, ding, ding! I’m the winner.” He waved off my protest. “No, I should have known better than to attempt that hill. I just wanted to see Mary Joy and get some good food in front of the fire. Maybe some hot chocolate and cookies. I’ve had a shit few weeks and I was desperate, but it was dumb to try that hill. Thank you.”

      I bypassed the Amaryllis Inn’s front entrance and headed toward the guest house which was located about a mile from the bed-and-breakfast.

      “Wait, you missed the turn. I’m going to the inn to see Mary Joy.”

      I gritted my teeth. Had the old lady not told him? Shit.

      “The inn is packed full. Mary Joy has you staying at the guest house.”

      Dakota frowned. “Oh, well, can we at least stop to say hi?”

      “Sorry, can’t. This whole town—hell, the whole county—is about five minutes from shutting down from this storm. We’ll be lucky if we can make the final turn to the house without getting stuck. Once the snow stops, I’ll use the utility vehicle to take you to her. Knowing her, though, she’ll demand I bring her to you. As long as the power holds, you should be good to FaceTime her if she’s not too busy.”

      I pulled the truck around the final turn and breathed a sigh of relief as we slid to a stop in front of the house.

      “Too busy? She’s not doing it all by herself is she? I’m glad she has guests—that should help, right? But is she in any condition to work like that?” Dakota asked.

      “She’s got a couple girls from town who said they’d stay on during these next few weeks leading up to Christmas.” I put the truck into Park. “She’s not doing it alone. Once the town opens back up, you can come and go as you please and help her too.”

      Dakota huffed. “Okay. I just feel bad. I came to see her and help and I’m stuck a mile away.”

      “Yeah, Old Man Winter doesn’t give two shits about our plans most of the time.”

      “Well, thanks for the ride. Are you going to be able to make it home?” Dakota asked as he reached for the door handle.

      I closed my eyes and sighed. “Um, I live here. Mary Joy lets me stay in exchange for working for her. Since the inn is bursting at the seams, she asked me if it was okay that you stay here too.”

      Dakota’s eyes went wide. “Oh, wow. Um, okay. Cool. Thanks for letting me invade your space.”

      “It’s no problem. Least I can do for her. Hop out. I’m going to get the truck in the garage and bring your bags.” I pointed toward the porch. “I’ll meet you at the door.”

      Dakota nodded and climbed from the truck, his blond hair quickly covered in icy flakes as he made his way through knee-high snow.

      Shit. I wasn’t in the place to deny the kid a warm place to stay, but did he have to be so damn cute? No way I could go getting involved with Mary Joy’s grandson. He wasn’t even going to stay—I’d heard he had a big, fancy city job to get back to.

      A short and sweet holiday fling may be just what you need.

      No. I wasn’t getting messed up in that type of situation again. I’d moved on from my city life of having a different guy in my bed every weekend. I’d learned my lesson about sleeping with a friend’s family member—that fiasco had been what ended my very public career as a big-name art critic and landed me in the middle of nowhere. I shook my head as I grabbed Dakota’s bags, closed the garage door, and headed toward the house. What I needed was to continue living an uncomplicated life of solitude.

      I was happy.

      Mostly.

      This place was good for me.

      So what if I got pangs of loneliness from time-to-time? I liked what I did in Holly Hills. The whole Christmas theme was a bit much, but it didn’t stop me from enjoying my new life. I had my art classes, which were actually a ton more fun than I ever would have dreamed. I enjoyed helping out around town with small jobs. And I was able to keep my hand in the big world of art by doing critiques online and writing for a select few publications.

      I was Vince to the people of Holly Hills, but I was still Alan Vincent, Art Critic, to the art snobs of the world. I hadn’t done the math, but I figured I actually had more requests for critiques and interviews once I’d disappeared from my old life than I’d had when I was in the public eye.

      My life in Holly Hills was good and I didn’t need to get involved with my friend’s grandson just because I was lonely and had an itch.

      Plus, I definitely wasn’t one to believe in the magic of Christmas or whatever. This situation wasn’t a holiday movie with some grand love story. It was just real life and real life was never as good as fiction.

      Dakota Scott was here to visit his grandmother, help out a bit to make himself feel better, and then say goodbye without a second glance as he headed back north to his big city job and boyfriend.

      If I was smart, I’d keep all of that in mind. I’d forget all about his pretty blue eyes and pink rosy cheeks. I’d forget the strange draw the kid seemed to have on me.

      I could hear fate laughing at me as I climbed the stairs to find a shivering cold and very snow-covered Dakota on the porch.

      “My coat is great, my lounge pants and sports slides with socks, not so much.” His teeth chattered as he spoke.

      “Let’s get you inside. I’ll get a fire going and you can change clothes. We’ll see if the WiFi is working and you can FaceTime Mary Joy.”

      Once inside, I sent Dakota down the hall to the unoccupied bedroom to change into dry clothes.

      A few minutes later, wondering what he wanted to drink, I stepped into the hallway and hollered, “Dakota? Coffee, tea, or hot chocolate?”

      No answer.

      I hadn’t heard the shower turn on. Shit, had the kid already conked out?

      I walked farther down the hall. “Dakota?”

      “You can call me Kota,” he mumbled as I came around the doorframe and found him standing in the middle of the bedroom.

      “Kota,” I murmured, tasting his name on my tongue and loving its flavor. I stood next to him and tried to figure out what was wrong.

      Wait. What was wrong? Something was off.

      “Um, I don’t mind sleeping on the floor at all, but why is there no bed in here?” Kota asked.

      No bed? What?

      “Why is there no bed in here?” I repeated like an idiot. “I have absolutely no clue. I don’t come in here often, but I would have sworn there was a bed when I left here this morning.” Was I losing my mind? I knew there had been a bed in this room at some point. But now, it was just a large room with a bare space where a bed used to be.

      If Kota hadn’t been seeing the same thing as me, I would have wondered if I was hallucinating. Maybe I’d gotten too cold outside and I was experiencing shock or something.

      “No worries, I can sleep on the couch,” Kota said. “Can I shower and then get a hot chocolate?”

      “Definitely, and don’t ask for permission, this house is more yours than mine,” I answered, still staring at where his bed should have been. “The kitchen is stocked to last us a week or more, we’ll have some dinner in a bit.”

      Kota gave me a grateful, tired smile as I headed back to the kitchen. I set to work making hot chocolate for him and coffee for me as I gathered a small tray of fruit, meat, crackers, and cheese. I figured he’d want to talk to Mary Joy for a bit, but he was likely hungry after driving through such heavy snow and getting stuck.

      Kota came around the corner a bit later and smiled. “I feel so much better. Amazing what being dry and warm can do for a person. Can I help?”

      “Grab the mugs,” I said as I picked up the tray of food and the iPad. “We can make a fire in the living room and call your grandma.”

      I nearly slammed into Kota’s back when he came to a dead stop as he rounded the corner into the living room. “Shit, sorry,” I muttered.

      “Uh, Vince?” Kota’s voice had me instantly concerned.

      I stepped around him and cursed.

      The couch was gone.

      “What in the ever lovin’ fuck…” I growled under my breath. “You’re seeing this, right? There’s no couch? Or am I losing my mind?”

      “No couch. Nice big pile of blankets and pillows, but no couch.” Kota turned toward me. “It was here this morning?”

      “I know for sure it was here. I fell asleep out here last night and woke with a crick in my neck this morning.” I put the food on the coffee table and went to work building a fire. “Let’s get this going and we’ll call Mary Joy. See if she knows what’s going on. I don’t think we were robbed since nothing else seems to be missing. Plus, no one in town would steal from Mary Joy and any outsiders wouldn’t have been able to get up the hill or out of here with a bed and a couch without being noticed.”

      We settled in on the blankets and pillows—which I thought had probably come from the ample supply in the closet and attic room—and took a couple minutes to enjoy our drinks and snacks.

      “How bad is she?” Kota asked as he nibbled on a cracker.

      “Huh?”

      “Mary Joy, is she bad? Her health?”

      I frowned. “Her health is fine, why?”

      Now it was Kota’s turn to frown. “Fine? What do you mean, fine? Her health is failing and she asked me here as her dying wish.”

      My eyes went wide. “I don’t pretend to know her more than her own grandson, but just yesterday she walked a mile with a couple other ladies and they went for a swim at the rec center. If she’s failing, she’s going a good job of hiding it.”

      “What the hell is she up to?” Kota muttered.

      “Let’s see what she has to say,” I offered and opened the iPad to make the call.

      “Kota Christopher,” Mary Joy crowed as the call connected. “As I live and breathe, you’re really here?” She peered at the screen, adjusting her device as she spoke.

      Kota chuckled. “I’m here. Barely made it. My car went off the road at the bottom of the hill. Vince rescued me.”

      “Well, land’s sakes, I’m glad I didn’t know about that or I’d have been worried sick.” She smiled broadly, a dishtowel hung over her shoulder as she seemed to multitask while working in the kitchen. “I’m just so glad to have you here. Now, you’ll have to be patient as we wait out this storm. It’s not supposed to stop until tomorrow and then it’ll take a while until the town opens back up. I’d think Vince can probably haul my skinny butt over on the utility cart in a day or two.”

      I scooted closer and popped my face on the screen. “Maybe I’ll see about bringing Kota to you before I try to taxi you in the icy cold.”

      “Oh, don’t you two just look comfy cozy? I’m so sorry I couldn’t be there to greet you, but I’m up to my elbows in guests and dinner.” Mary Joy gave a wink before turning to speak to someone next to her, her long silver hair pulled up in its usual bun and her plump cheeks pink with happiness. “Vince, thank you, dear. For getting my Kota up the hill and sharing your space with him. I just know you boys will settle in together nicely and be the best of friends.”

      Kota cleared his throat and I caught the faint hint of a blush on his cheeks.

      Was Mary Joy matchmaking?

      “Mary Joy,” I leaned closer to Kota again so she could see me. “Would you happen to know where the couch and the spare bed took off to?” It wasn’t that unusual for Mary Joy to take things from the house and use them at the inn. But she usually took things like plates, blankets, or a slow-cooker, not entire pieces of furniture.

      Mary Joy stepped away from the screen and we heard her giving directions about linens and coffee and the cleaning of toilets before she came back into view. “Oh yes, dear, I’m sorry I didn’t have time to tell you. With the storm coming in and the BnB filling up so quickly, I really wasn’t thinking.”

      We waited a beat, but she didn’t continue.

      “Where are the couch and bed?” Kota asked.

      “Oh, yes, they were desperately needed here at the inn. I’ll get them returned at some point. I apologize for any inconvenience, but the business was in need. I’m sure you two will figure out a way to make it work.” She glanced away from the screen, clearly somewhat distracted with the goings-on at the inn.

      “Had I known I needed to sleep on the floor, I would have brought an air mattress,” Kota grumbled, sounding a bit like a petulant child.

      “Poppycock,” Mary Joy declared. “No one needs to sleep on the floor. Your grandfather Kris and I spent many very happy years in that large king-sized bed. It’s basically the size of the Sahara. Plenty of room, but also great for cuddling on a cold winter night.”

      Kota made a strangled noise.

      Shit.

      She was definitely matchmaking.

      “Vince, how’s the plant I gave you?” Mary Joy asked.

      Double shit.

      “Oh, um, it’s seen better days,” I said with a wince.

      “No worries, I have faith. With the right amount of love and Christmas magic, it will come around. And then you’ll see you don’t have be such a Grinch.” Mary Joy moved away from the camera again before popping back into view. “I only have a moment before I’ll have to say goodbye.”

      “Grandma, I’m happy to be here, but why did you make me think the Amaryllis was about to close down and you were dying?” Kota asked, quirking his brow.

      Mary Joy’s eyes went wide. “I did no such thing, Kota Christopher,” she sputtered.

      Kota blew out a breath. “Your letter said you worried this would be the last year for the inn, you talked about your failing health, and said if you had one last wish it would be to have me here. I drove here thinking I was going to find you on your deathbed, not stealing furniture and dispensing Christmas flowers.”

      “Stuff and nonsense,” Mary Joy declared with a wave of her hand. “Every year could be the last for the Amaryllis, but it won’t be this year. We’re not in some Hallmark movie where the long-lost family member comes home to save the failing business.”

      “What about your health and your last wish?” Kota pressed.

      “I’m fit as a fiddle,” Mary Joy argued.

      “Then why did you mention your failing health?” Kota was clearly frustrated.

      She waved her hand again. “I’m eighty, I’m allowed to have bad days. I have a bunion that acts up from time-to-time and my back isn’t what it used to be. Doctor says I likely have a good bit of arthritis, my eyes will never be twenty-twenty, and I need more fiber in my diet to keep things moving, but I’m alive and well. I was probably just being maudlin and missing my grandson.” Mary Joy glanced away and nodded. “I’ve gotta go. The inn filled up quickly with travelers looking to avoid the storm and we’re booked solid for the week and through the month. We’ll chat soon. I need a hug.”

      And with that, she ended to call.
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