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Chapter 1
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For a woman who’d grown up at the beach, practiced outdoor yoga, and enjoyed a morning cafecito, Sadie Wexford never expected to end up living in Alaska. And not even Anchorage. No, Sadie had landed in middle-of-nowhere-Mistletoe. Even after several months, she still wasn’t accustomed to it. Each day welcomed a fresh surprise, but not the good kind. Yesterday, a bear wandered through downtown. And this morning, she’d found a mouse nest in the toaster. In. The. Toaster. She’d never eat toast again. 

So it was no surprise that as she made her way to work, she questioned whether she’d ever call this place home. With a heavy sigh, Sadie crunched through the snow-covered streets. Bundled beneath a heavy winter parka, large gray scarf, hat, mittens, and big, furry boots, she could pass for a Yeti. Nonetheless, she’d resigned herself to tough it out in Mistletoe and at the Snowflake Sugar Shop. “Where every bite’s cooler than ice,” she said aloud, mocking the store’s slogan.

With her key in the lock, she paused. She should be grateful. Inheriting the store had been the only beacon of hope after many terrible months. She’d been down to her last few hundred dollars when the probate attorney called her. Initially, Sadie believed it to be a cruel prank. Inheriting not only a house but also a business from a grandmother she never knew seemed too good to be true. But the attorney had persisted, and before she knew it, Sadie was on a plane to Alaska.

That was three months ago. And the house was technically a cabin, and the business a candy store in a small, small town.

Whummph. A bunch of snow slid off the roof, landing on her head. “Stupid snow,” Sadie yelled and stomped into the store. Snow hit the mat as she shook it off her head and shoulders, her grumpy demeanor louder than any words she could have uttered.

She hung up her coat and changed her boots for shoes in the back office, then surveyed the quiet shop, preparing herself for another day of work. She’d have a much better day if she didn’t have to deal with customers.

The door jingled open, and a gust of cold air ushered in Rosie, the Snowflake Sugar Shop’s resident candy maker. Her curly red hair bounced in time with the jingles of the door chimes.

“Good morning, Sadie.” Her cheerful voice cut through the peace like a sharp sword. Her bright green eyes sparkled as she shook the snow off her coat, and her mere presence infused the store with energy.

“How?” Sadie grunted. “How are you this happy when we only have daylight for about five hours? I come to work in the dark. I go home in the dark. It’s depressing.” She could feel Rosie’s eyes on her and braced herself for the inevitable onslaught of positivity that was sure to follow. This type of exchange had become part of their morning ritual.

“The snow,” Rosie said, peering out the window. “It’s a winter wonderland out there. I love it.”

“That’s crazy. Every snowflake is another reason to stay in bed,” Sadie replied. “I miss the sand under my feet and the sun’s heat on my face.” She focused intently on the candy in front of her, determined not to let Rosie’s cheerfulness seep into her own mood.

“Come on, Sadie. It’s almost Christmas. Surely even you can find some joy in that?”

“Joy?” Sadie scoffed, rolling her eyes. “I’ll find joy when I don’t have to deal with biting wind, shoveling snow, and layers and layers of clothes.” She finally looked up at Rosie, trying to silently convey how uninterested she was in discussing holiday cheer.

Undeterred, Rosie approached the counter. “What if,” she began, her eyes twinkling with mischief, “we make a bet? If something brings you genuine holiday cheer, you have to wear a Santa hat from then until Christmas. Deal?”

Sadie eyed Rosie skeptically, considering her proposition. She knew it was highly unlikely that anything could turn her into a festive enthusiast, so the risk was minimal. “Fine,” she relented, extending her hand to seal the deal.

“Deal!” Rosie declared, giving Sadie’s hand a firm shake.

The door to the Snowflake Sugar Shop jingled merrily as a group of customers stepped inside, bringing with them a rush of frosty air. Sadie forced herself not to scowl as the icy breeze penetrated her sweater, causing goosebumps to break out over her arms. She rubbed them to warm up as she turned to face the customers.

“Welcome,” she said flatly.

Rosie flashed a bright smile at the newcomers from behind the counter, her green eyes sparkling with genuine friendliness. “Hi there. Let us know if you need help finding anything,” she called out cheerfully, her voice carrying easily through the cozy shop. A few customers grinned in response, clearly taken in by Rosie’s infectious optimism.

“Have a look around,” Sadie added, though her words lacked the same enthusiasm.

“Sadie, at least try to smile,” Rosie whispered, leaning in close. “These are your customers. Don’t scare them away.”

“I’m trying,” Sadie grumbled, begrudgingly attempting to soften her expression. As the customers browsed, she watched Rosie assist them. The contrast between her and Sadie stung–while Rosie glowed with an inner light, Sadie lived under a rain cloud.

An older woman with tight gray curls approached the counter with a selection of candy-filled jars, her cheeks rosy from the cold. “These are for my grandchildren,” she explained. “They absolutely love your candy! It’s such a treat during the holiday season.”

“I’m glad, but that’s all Rosie’s doing,” Sadie replied, ringing up the items, her movements stiff and efficient. “That’ll be thirty-five dollars.”

“You’re Sadie Wexford, right? I heard you came up to take over the candy store. I’m so sorry about the loss of your grandmother. The entire community loved her.”

“Thank you,” Sadie replied. Since she’d never met the woman, condolences made her uncomfortable. “Here you go,” she muttered, handing over the bagged candy without meeting the woman’s gaze. She was not in the mood for further conversation. “Enjoy.”

“Thank you so much,” the customer exclaimed but remained at the counter. “I’m sure you’ve been told how much you look like Mable when she was your age. She had the same brown hair and ice-blue eyes, and oh, her skin was as smooth as a porcelain doll’s. Exactly like yours. She was a senior when my friends and I started high school, and we thought a beauty queen had arrived in Mistletoe.” The woman paused as if lost in memories. “Well, welcome to Mistletoe and Merry Christmas!”

“Happy holidays,” Sadie replied, attempting to sound cheerful, but she turned away as soon as the door closed behind the woman. She stared blankly at the rows of colorful candies lining the shelves, her heart heavy with an emotion she couldn’t quite place.

Sadie took a deep breath, trying to center herself amidst the chaos of the candy store. This time of year always brought out the worst in her; the forced merriment, the fake smiles, everyone pretending to be happy when she knew deep down they had their own struggles and heartaches. Why hadn’t she waited until after the holidays to move to Mistletoe? Oh right, her lack of money and impending eviction.

The sound of the door chime announced the arrival of another customer, pulling Sadie out of her thoughts. She plastered on a tight-lipped approximation of a smile as a large man with a silvery beard approached the counter.

“Good afternoon,” he said. “I’m hoping you can help me find the perfect assortment of candies for my grandchildren.”

“Of course,” Sadie replied, finding it difficult for her to share in his enthusiasm. “How many are there?”

“Eight,” the man answered, holding up eight fingers with a chuckle. “They’re practically bouncing off the walls with excitement for the holidays.”

“Ah, yes. The ‘magic’ of the season,” she said, air-quoting the word magic with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I’m sure their excitement is simply contagious.”

“Indeed it is,” the man agreed, unfazed by her sarcasm. “There’s nothing quite like seeing the world alight with Christmas magic.”

“Right,” Sadie snorted, already gathering various candies into a bag. “That childlike wonder lasts about as long as the candy does.”

“Is that what you believe?” the man asked, tilting his head as he observed her carefully.

“Experience has taught me that people rarely show their true selves,” she said, setting the bag of candy on the counter. “All that holiday happiness is a facade, a mask they put on to hide their real feelings.”

“Perhaps,” the man conceded, paying for his purchase with a kind smile. “But sometimes, those masks can help us discover something genuine within ourselves. Something worth celebrating.”

“Whatever you say,” Sadie muttered, handing him his bag. “That will be forty-five dollars, please.”

The man handed her cash.

“Well, Merry Christmas, I suppose,” Sadie said as she put the money into the cash register.

“Thank you, my dear,” the man replied, his eyes still twinkling as he turned to leave. “And a Merry Christmas to you as well. You never know what kind of magic is possible when you open your heart.” He quickly double-tapped his finger on the side of his nose before pointing at her.

“That was weird,” she whispered as the man exited.

Uneasy, Sadie walked over to the large window and watched the snowflakes dance slowly toward the ground. Her knees weakened, and she leaned against the window frame for support, as if unable to carry the weight of her perpetual scowl. Why had the old man unnerved her so? She didn’t believe in magic or the Christmas spirit, but as the snow twinkled like a kaleidoscope under the colorful holiday lights, she secretly hoped that there existed a kernel of genuine joy waiting to be uncovered.
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As Sadie finished shoveling her walkway, the winter wind whipped through the neighborhood, causing her hair to dance wildly behind her. She scanned the surrounding area with disdain. 

So much snow! How did anything survive in this environment? She wasn’t built for this. Not at all. But as she leaned her shovel against the wall, even beach-loving Sadie couldn’t deny the cabin’s rustic beauty.

If she were a creative person, she’d have taken a picture of her A-frame log cabin nestled perfectly among the snow-covered pines and sent it out as a Christmas card. But she wasn’t crafty. Nor did she have anyone to send it to. Not her fault—or at least not entirely her fault.

And while the cabin was no beachfront condo, it provided her with a sense of warmth despite the harsh winter environment. With two bedrooms on the ground floor and a spacious loft overhead, it was the perfect size to endure her time in the quaint northern town.

In fact, she almost looked forward to doing the store’s paperwork because she got to work from home. Even if there was a mountain of it. Running a candy store was no easy task.

“Alright, let’s get inside and get to work,” she said, stomping her snow-covered boots on the wooden porch before stepping inside the cabin. No sooner had Sadie removed her coat when she tripped over the area rug in the foyer. She attempted to catch herself on the coat stand, instead knocking it over. Glass shattered beside her. She whipped around and found that she’d broken the small window in the door. Pieces of broken glass lay scattered all around, glinting maliciously in the firelight as wind rushed through the cabin, blowing her carefully organized stacks of paper off the table.

“Ugh, just what I needed,” she grumbled, running a hand through her hair, as if trying to tame her mounting frustration. Her eyes narrowed at the mess.

“Stupid wind,” she muttered. “Stupid me.” Sadie quickly searched the cabin for something to cover the hole in her door, eventually taping a piece of cardboard over the broken window. Once that was taken care of, she then fetched a broom and dustpan from the kitchen and began sweeping up the shards.

The sound of the glass tinkling against each other seemed to mock her, amplifying her irritation. Each sweep felt like it added another layer to her souring mood. As she bent down to collect the final remnants of the window, a particularly sharp piece nicked her finger, drawing blood.

“Ouch!” she hissed, bringing her injured finger to her lips, tasting the metallic tang. “Perfect start to the day.”

Sadie rolled her eyes at the paperwork now scattered throughout the room. “Alright, first things first. Deal with the window,” she told herself firmly, picking up the coat rack. Even as the frustration of a now wasted morning lingered, she had no choice but to push it aside and focus on the task at hand. With a heavy sigh, she dressed again and headed out.

Sadie pulled the door of her cabin shut with a huff, her breath turning to frosty clouds. The snow crunched beneath her boots as she trudged through the thick blanket that covered the streets of the small town.

“Morning, Sadie!” called out Mr. Jenkins from across the street, his cheerful voice cutting through the cold like a knife.

“Morning,” grumbled Sadie, not bothering to look up from her determined march. She wrapped her arms tighter around herself, her heavy winter coat providing little comfort against the biting wind.

As she approached the town square, the murmur of voices and laughter reached her ears. A knot of townspeople had gathered outside the bakery, steam rising from their mugs of coffee as they chatted animatedly. Among them stood Eleanor Frost, her hawk-like eyes narrowing as soon as they landed on Sadie.

“Ah, there’s our dear Sadie Wexford,” Eleanor said, loud enough for Sadie to hear despite the din. “Still sulking about, I see.”

Sadie gritted her teeth. She could feel the stares of the townspeople on her back as she walked past them, their whispers hanging in the air like icicles.

“Can you believe it?” Eleanor continued, her voice dripping with disdain. “Her poor grandmother must be rolling in her grave, knowing that Sadie’s running that candy store into the ground.”

“Shame, really,” chimed in another woman, sipping from her steaming mug. “The Snowflake Sugar Shop used to be such a delight.”

“Indeed,” agreed Eleanor, casting one last disapproving glance at Sadie’s retreating form. “I simply don’t understand why she insists on clinging to that old place. She should sell it to someone who knows what they’re doing.”

Sadie’s blood boiled beneath her frosty exterior. She hated that Eleanor was right. She didn’t know what she was doing. But dammit, she would show them all—the candy store was all she had, and she’d be damned if she allowed anyone, especially Eleanor Frost, to take that away from her. “Let them talk,” Sadie muttered under her breath, a fierce determination burning in her chest. “I’ve survived worse.”

With her heart pounding and cheeks flushed from the biting cold, Sadie continued on her way, leaving Eleanor’s harsh words behind her. She made her way through the quaint town square, lined with charming wooden storefronts adorned with twinkling fairy lights. “Almost there,” she muttered to herself, focusing on the comforting sight of Caleb Winters’ general store up ahead.

As Sadie approached the store, the glow from the windows beckoned her inside, like a lighthouse guiding her to safe harbor. She let out a sigh of relief when she finally pushed open the door, stepping into the cozy embrace of the store’s interior.

“Morning, Sadie,” called out Caleb from behind the counter, his friendly grin lighting up the room. “Bit of a chilly one today, huh?”

“You could say that again,” Sadie replied, her scowl softening ever so slightly as she unzipped her parka. The warmth of the store was a welcome contrast to the frosty reception she’d received outside.

Caleb’s general store was a haven in the small town, filled with an assortment of goods that catered to every need. Shelves were stocked with everything from fresh produce and canned goods to handmade quilts and knitted mittens. The enticing aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingled with cinnamon and nutmeg created an atmosphere that felt almost magical.

“Let me guess,” said Caleb, leaning over the counter with a teasing glint in his eyes. “You’re here for my world-famous coffee?”

“Not exactly,” Sadie admitted. “But now that I’m here, I’m definitely going to have some.”

Caleb poured her a cup of coffee and placed it on the counter. “So, what brings you in today?”

“I need a small piece of plywood and some screws to cover a window I broke this morning. It’s only about this big.” She held up her hands. “I’m going to need some replacement glass too, but I’ll call in the measurements another time.”

“Say no more,” Caleb grinned. “I’ve got you covered.”

“Thanks, Caleb,” Sadie said, turning to survey the store as Caleb went in search of the plywood. The sight of happy customers chatting and laughing with one another filled her with a sense of hope that she seldom allowed herself to feel. If they could find joy in this tiny corner of the world, then perhaps she could, too.

“Sadie,” Caleb said, drawing her attention back to him. He leaned a piece of plywood against the counter. “Missy just told me about what Eleanor said to you outside. I hope you’re not listening to her. We all know how hard you’re working at the candy store.”

“Doesn’t stop people from talking,” Sadie replied, her scowl returning as she thought of Eleanor’s cutting words.

“Let them talk,” Caleb insisted, his voice firm but gentle. “You’ve got nothing to prove.”

Sadie turned her gaze back toward the window and the snowy streets beyond. “I feel like the entire town is watching my every move, waiting for me to fail.”

“Oh, Sadie, no,” Caleb said. “And even if people like to gossip, ultimately, the only person’s opinion that matters is your own.”

Sadie met his steady gaze, feeling a strange mixture of gratitude and frustration welling up inside her. She knew he was right, of course—but accepting that truth was easier said than done.

“Thanks, Caleb, and I hope the advice is free because I might need some more,” she joked.

“Anytime,” he replied, his eyes warm with understanding. “And advice to friends is always free.”

Friends. Huh. Sadie could certainly use one of those.

She paid Caleb and picked up her supplies. Turning to leave the store, she bumped into a young mother, cradling her baby in one arm and carrying a shopping basket with the other.

“Oh,” said the woman. “You’re Sadie Wexford, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, nice to meet you. I’ve been meaning to come into the candy store. My mother has been raving about it. Are you open this afternoon?”

“We are. Until six. And I’ll pass along your mother’s compliments to Rosie.”

“Great. We’ll be by later.” She hoisted the heavy basket onto the counter for Caleb. “See you then.”

Sadie nodded, then caught Caleb’s eye. “Told you so,” he mouthed at her.

Hopefully, he was right.
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