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      *Ivy*

      A rush of cold winter air swooshes in with the arriving guests, a couple bundled up in matching coats, scarves, and hats. I can tell just by looking at their excessive layering that they’re out-of-towners. As much as I’ve never wanted to leave Maple Falls–ever–I wonder sometimes what possesses people to visit us in the middle of winter. To me, it’s just as beautiful in fall or spring, and I know most people aren’t accustomed to this cold. I scamper around the front desk to meet them, offering to pull in their suitcases.

      “Is it always like this?” the woman asks. She looks to be in her early thirties, probably just a few years older than me.

      Although the temperature isn’t quite cold enough for snow this early December day, the grounds are a bit sloshy from this morning’s rain.

      “Just wait another couple of weeks,” I tell her. “When the whole town is covered in a fresh blanket of snow, it’s so magical and beautiful.”

      “Oh, I hope we can catch the first snow while we’re here, honey,” she says to her husband. Then to me, she adds, “We just get a lot of ice back home. We don’t get much of the fluffy, beautiful snow.”

      I check the couple in for their stay and direct them to their room just as the phone rings. It’s already the fourth time this morning. In all my years working at my family’s inn, I’ve never arranged so many reservations. As soon as I’m done with one call, the phone rings again seconds later.

      “Thank you for calling Hearthlight Inn,” I say. “This is Ivy speaking. How may I help you?”

      “My assistant was supposed to call,” a gruff man says brusquely. “I believe I should have a reservation.”

      I’m a little put off by his manner of speech, but I’ve dealt with his kind before. Not everyone who stays here is pleasant and kind.

      “I’m happy to look into that for you, sir. What is the name on the reservation?” I manage to speak in my best customer service voice having been trained at a young age to do so by my mother.

      “Snow, Devon Snow,” he says impatiently. Then, not three seconds later, he adds, “Listen, will this take long? Normally, my assistant would deal with this kind of thing. I’m on a tight schedule.”

      “Oh, yes. Here it is. Devon Snow, party of four,” I read from the computer screen. “You’ve got an extended stay, and–”

      “Yes, yes. Listen, is your… quaint little inn… done up well?” he asks. “My wife is in remission from cancer, and I’d like to take special care that she’ll be warm and comfortable during our time there.”

      My heart swells a little despite the man’s rude manner. Cancer hits families so hard. “I’m so happy to hear your wife is in remission,” I tell him. “I’ll personally see to it that you folks have everything you need while you’re here. I see there are three separate rooms—”

      “And Wi-Fi,” he snaps, moving on quickly. “I’ll need a reliable Internet source since I’ll have a lot of work to do.”

      I want to ask him why he’ll be working on vacation, but I’m smart enough to know that’s an unwelcome challenge.

      “Yes, of course,” I assure him. “I mean, since we’re rural, you might not get a lot of data if you’re roaming, but there is free Wi-Fi at the inn.”

      He harrumphs in response, and I can’t help thinking that his last name should be something more like Frost or Iceberg or Frozenheart.

      “Well, Mr. Snow,” I begin. Since he seems hesitant about coming here, I feel the need to talk the place up. Maybe I can get him excited about it. “If you need to do work, then there will be Wi-Fi and a quiet space for you to focus. There are desks in most rooms and a very nice lounge area in our first floor common area. It’s all decked out for Christmas, and we have a cozy fireplace and even a grand piano, though few of our guests play it. There’s also a lot to see in town if you want to get out and explore. Christmas season is filled with activities, decorations, and events. And behind our main building, we also have a large event center where there is an assortment of weekly classes—”

      “Okay, fine,” he says sharply. “That’s fine. As long as there’s Wi-Fi and my wife won’t get too cold, I’m sure it’ll be just fine.”

      He hangs up without another word, and I hold the receiver to my ear for a moment, just listening to the dial tone in shock. He just hung up on me, and I was in the middle of explaining everything to him. Oh, no. Maybe I ran him off with my rambling. Was I overzealous? Did I go into too much detail? Did I make Hearthlight sound boring? Oh. My. Gosh. What if they cancel their booking!?

      I press the phone back into its resting place.

      Maybe it’s not so bad, I tell myself in an attempt to self-soothe. He might be one of those tough exterior/soft interior kind of guys. With a last name like Snow, he should totally love Christmas in Maple Falls. It’ll be great.

      I shake it off and move on, answering a guest’s question as they walk by the desk just as the phone rings again. I’m almost afraid to answer it, hoping it’s not Mr. Snow again, changing his mind. I answer with my usual greeting, hoping my voice is steadier than my hands.

      “Hello?” a woman says on the other end. She seems elderly by the sound of her voice, and I’m glad it’s not Mr. Snow again. I answer her questions. She’s pleasant, which eases my mind and my anxiety a little bit. The whole call is pretty quick and seamless, and I’m left with only a smidge of self-doubt about my previous call.

      Lunch is calling. I leave the desk in the very capable hands of my mother and bound through the door. On the front lawn, a group of middle-aged women who’ve been here for the past week pose in front of the inn in their cozy outerwear with the sleds we loaned them. They’re part of a book club, all private school teachers who are off for the entire month of December and have decided to set up camp here.

      “We should come back and take more pictures when the lights are on! They’re so beautiful!” one of them suggests.

      On my way across the front lawn, I take a moment to appreciate the view of Hearthlight. Every edge of the inn is lined with Christmas lights, though in the middle of the day, they aren’t quite so dazzling. However, the wooden pillars of the front porch are wrapped with spiraling garland and red and gold shimmering ribbons, which looks amazing. The porch railing has red and gold beads entwined around it, and my parents and I have set up a nativity scene that my father and I built by hand near the barn.

      My mom had the idea of creating a lattice tunnel with mistletoe and bells dangling from the arch inside, adorned with tea lights and faux poinsettias. My two best friends, Autumn and Cally, helped me decorate the two smaller evergreen bushes in front of the large porch with lights, garland, Christmas ornaments, and old-fashioned red bows. This year, we also erected a giant wooden snowflake, which I hand carved and wrapped in twinkle lights. It’s over by the barn, near the horse stalls, where our resident cats hang out to keep the critters away from the buildings.

      I set up shop in my little secret space in the barn, where I work and often chill out. I have my own electric kettle for hot water, a mini-fridge for milk and snacks, and a big stash of candy canes, marshmallows, and chocolate. Although it’s on the menu inside the Hearthlight Canteen, I like making my own double-chocolate hot cocoa.

      Flipping the trigger to start the hot water, I take a deep breath. I love working here. But sometimes, I just need some time by myself to unwind. The room smells faintly like sawdust and cinnamon. I unbox the chocolate, and the sweet aroma of cocoa flows around the room as well.

      It’s only the beginning of the month, just the tip of the iceberg for our December rush. I have so much to do to prepare for the inn’s upcoming activities. But that’s a good thing because I like to keep busy.

      I’m about to flip on the light for my little workshop in the barn when I hear a tap on my secret door. This area of the barn is off-limits to visitors. Only my parents and my friends know about it.

      “Autumn, what are you doing here?” I ask when I open the door and see one of my best friends.

      “I’m here, too,” Lukas chimes in, peeking around the door.

      Of course, he’s here. They’re married. They’re in love. They’re inseparable.

      I’m totally not jealous.

      I push open the door the rest of the way so Lukas doesn’t have to feel left out.

      “I just wanted to give you this sweater back. You left it at our house after the housewarming party,” Autumn explains. She reaches into her giant slouchy suede bag and pulls out my favorite pull-over. It’s brown and green, and she got it for me for my birthday last year.

      “Thanks,” I say, taking it from her and hugging it tight. “I’ve been looking for this thing everywhere. You want to come in for a minute? I’m making everyone’s favorite winter beverage.”

      “Ooh, and you make the best cocoa!” Autumn says, scampering inside.

      Lukas laughs and follows behind. “Don’t let Cally hear you say that.”

      “Oh, c’mon, she’s already got people lined up for her seasonal menu at Maple Falls Cafe,” she says. “Ivy can have this one thing, right?” She gives me a wink.

      It’s true. Cally’s new seasonal menu has been so popular lately. She’s just so good at everything. I’m sure she’d win in a contest against me if we both made double-chocolate hot cocoa side by side. Mine’s pretty good, but Cally has that special chef’s sense where she knows just what to add to make a dish or beverage extra special.

      “My recipe is tried and true. That’s all I can say.” I shrug.

      Lukas flops down onto the old vintage chair I keep out here, and Autumn situates herself on the arm.

      “How’s it going?” I ask. “The whole living together in wedded bliss thing.”

      She laughs. “It’s awesome. You should have seen Tess the first few nights, though. She was so confused when there was an extra person in the bed. She kept giving Lukas this look like, ‘I like you and all, but when are you going to leave us alone?’ It was hilarious.”

      Lukas frowns and tugs lightly on Autumn’s long auburn locks. “How can a dog have so much sass?”

      I chuckle. It seems like they’re all getting along well. It’s what everyone expected. They’ve been nothing but happy since that dramatic day Lukas came into town and confessed that he wanted to stay here in Maple Falls and be with Autumn. Now, they’re happily married. Even Cally just got engaged. Of course, we all saw that one coming, too. Travis is the most obvious guy I’ve ever met. He wears his heart on his sleeve for Cally. It’s honestly so adorable the way they are together.

      Autumn and Lukas tell me about their last couple of months of living together, learning each other’s habits, trying to communicate and not becoming passive aggressive when they’re irritated. It’s refreshing to hear them say it’s not all rainbows and butterflies. That would be unreal. I would certainly be jealous then. But I’m not jealous. I’m happy for her. And for Cally, too.

      I serve my friends their steaming double-chocolate hot cocoas, and they ask me about my latest project. I’m always working on something. Somehow or another, I kind of got into woodworking. It started with helping my dad, Jeff, with random construction projects around the inn. Now, I’ve graduated to building things for fun, like the giant snowflake and the nativity scene.

      It’s not something I share a lot, this little hobby of mine, so I just gloss over it, tell them I’ve got stuff to keep me busy for the next several weeks. After about forty-five minutes of relaxing and chatting, it’s time for me to get back to work.

      “Thanks for stopping by,” I tell Autumn on our way out. I give Lukas a little punch in the shoulder, something I imagine I’d do to an older brother if I had one. “You, too, I guess.”

      “We’re a package deal,” he says, pulling his wife under his arm and planting a smooch on top of her head.

      I give them a good-natured eye roll. Lukas can be so silly, but it’s awfully cute watching them together.

      It would be nice to have someone like that by my side, someone to share little moments with, someone to make plans with, someone to share the holidays with. I guess my time will come when it comes. That’s what Autumn’s Aunt Bev always tells me.

      I can wait! I’ll be so busy this month making our guests happy, coordinating events, making decorations, and fixing anything that breaks that I won’t even have time to think about being all alone.
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      *Jack*

      

      I could have sworn this pile of paperwork was half this size fifteen minutes ago. Reports, complaints, budget outlines. Ugh.

      My assistant, Jeremy, knocks on my door with yet another call to tack onto my list. I take his sticky note, but when I see that it’s from my father, I ball it up and toss it in the trashcan beside my desk. He can wait. Most of this work on my plate is due to him anyway.

      An hour later, Jeremy is at my door again. “Did you want me to order lunch?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “No time. I’ve got to get across town for a meeting. You know how LA traffic can be.” I scoop the remaining pile of paperwork into my briefcase and snap it shut. “If my dad calls again, just tell him to call my cell. I don’t know why he insists on only calling me at work. I’m his son and his employee.”

      My assistant gets a chuckle out of that. “How about I have something delivered for when you get back? Rosie’s, maybe? You like their paninis.”

      I shrug and button my jacket with one hand. “Sure, Jeremy. Whatever you think I’ll like. You know I’m not picky.”

      He gives me a reassuring smile. I know I’m in good hands with Jeremy. He’s a great assistant, and he handles my father well. Devon Snow is so intense he can make a priest cry, but Jeremy seems to be immune to my father’s blunt and tactless demeanor.

      “Oh, Jack,” Jeremy calls after me as I’m pushing through the door to leave. “You haven’t responded to your mother yet. Are you planning to travel with them to the airport, or will you go separately?”

      Right. Christmas vacation. It might be the only one our family has ever taken together. I don’t remember going anywhere at Christmas as a child. Sure, we had simple Christmas mornings where my brother and I opened gifts and maybe we had a meal together as a family, but my dad wasn’t always around. Then, as soon as I was old enough, I started working for him, balancing college and getting shoved into my role as soon-to-be COO at the ripe ol’ age of twenty. Keith, my brother, was more than eager to get started in the family’s hotel business, but he didn’t have the same pressure as me, the eldest and the successor.

      “Tell her I’ll see her bright and early at home, and we’ll go together.”

      “You’ve got it, boss,” Jeremy says with a smile.

      In the car on the way to the meeting location, I make another important call I’ve been meaning to get to for weeks. I dial our revenue manager, Milton and wait for him to answer.. Maybe my father and the other bigwigs will never see eye to eye about using locally sourced items in our hotels, but I think it’s a great way to expand our business past simply providing rooms, and we could actually connect with our customers on a more personal level, not to mention supporting small businesses.

      When he answers, I present all of that information.. But once again, he seems unmoved.

      “It’s too expensive,” Milton tells me. “And it would take too much work to choose the right brands to replace our tried-and-true suppliers.”

      “I think, if you crunch the numbers, you’ll see that you’re absolutely wrong,” I argue. “Consumers and customers are more eco-aware nowadays, and they’re starting to prefer smaller companies. People want to see us support small businesses and actually incorporate ourselves into the community. They’d rather know that we’re buying from homemade, natural, family-owned businesses than supporting larger corporations who seem faceless and less personal.”

      Milton groans. He knows I’m right. In the long run, it’s the better choice, even if it costs more on the front end. We’ll make that back with returning guests.

      “Additionally,” I add, “changing our brands will make it easier to use higher quantity distribution methods that prevent visitors from taking multiple bottles of smaller product home with them. Our more mindful customers will appreciate our efforts.”

      He’s silent for a moment when I finish. “Jack,” he finally says. His voice is a bit softer, but it’s got a different kind of edge to it, like he’s partially holding his breath. “Even if I get where you’re coming from, even if I agree, everything’s got to go through your father. I don’t think he’ll go for it.”

      I roll my eyes and rest my head against the back of the seat. I’m currently stopped at a red light in the middle of a lunch-rush traffic jam. “I know. He’s a numbers guy. But I really think if I could convince him that our customers are more than numbers that he’d change his mind.”

      “That’s a mighty big ask, boy,” Milton reminds me.

      Don’t I know it, I think. My father is the world’s most decisive and stubborn man. Not much can change his mind. Only my mother has that ability, and she’s only gained that power after her breast cancer diagnosis.

      “I guess I’ll put the pin back in,” I grumble. “For now.”

      We end our call just as the light changes. My stomach growls as a reminder that I haven’t eaten anything since dinner last night. It was a good call on Jeremy’s part to order something for me.

      I zip through the traffic, finding any opening to get a little bit ahead. Dad scolds me each time I’m less than ten minutes early to any meeting. It’s all about appearances, exceeding expectations, and good manners with that man. My fingers tap away impatiently at another red light when my phone rings.

      I hit the answer button, not bothering to see who it is. The light changes to green, and I press the gas like a drag racer.

      “Jack here,” I say.

      “Now, is that any way to greet your mother?” My mom’s sweet voice echoes through the car. “You didn’t even look at the caller ID, did you?”

      I ease up on the gas, realizing that my pulse is also racing. But my mother, Melinda,  has that soothing kind of character that makes a person want to take it easy and not rush. How she and my father ever ended up together, I don’t know. They’re literally complete opposites. But then again, they say opposites attract. I just think, for me, I’d like to find someone who is more like me… if I ever find the time.

      “Sorry, Mom,” I tell her. “Did Jeremy get a hold of you?”

      She answers with her typical annoyed snort “I know your father’s got you running all over the place, but can’t you call me yourself once in a while?”

      My heart twinges with guilt. “Sorry, Mom. It’s no excuse that I’m busy. I should make time for you.”

      Just like that, her annoyance dissipates. “So you’re riding with us to the airport, dear? It’ll be just like when you and your brother were younger, and we had to take you up north with us because your sitter cancelled at the last minute. Do you remember that?”

      “Not really,” I tell her. For some reason, I don’t remember much about being a kid at all. It seems like my whole life has been all about work.

      Mom sighs, and I can tell she’s reminiscing. “Ah, well, we’ll make some new memories during this trip! I’m sure of it.”

      I feel doubtful, though I hate to admit it. In theory, it’ll be nice to go as a family, but I don’t have high hopes that Dad will suddenly be the ever-present husband and father Mom hopes he’ll be.

      We chat until I arrive at my meeting place, one of the many hotels in our chain. Since I’ve managed to conquer the traffic, I’m still ten minutes early, so I spare five for my mother. She tells me about this nice little inn in Vermont that she found. I hope that she’s done her research because us Southern Californians don’t have a lot of experience with winter weather. But she seems excited, so I try not to dredge up my concerns and make them hers.

      “Did your doctor give you the okay?” I ask. I know she just had a follow up appointment shortly before she planned this trip. “Can you travel that far?”

      “Oh, Jack! Don’t worry about me. I promise I’ll be fine! Doctor Patel gave me the green light. I’m excited for this trip, dear. Don’t ruin it for me.”

      Her teasing tone tugs the corner of my mouth into a smile. “Me, too, Mom.” I glance down at the clock on the dashboard. “I’m just heading in for a meeting at one of the hotels. I’ll see you soon, Mom.”

      She says she loves me, and I mumble a response before hanging up. I give the spreadsheets in my briefcase one last glance before heading inside. I left so much work back at the office; I have all of this here with me, and who knows what else Dad will try to pile on. I can’t figure out how I’ll get all of this work done and still spend three weeks on Christmas vacation.

      No lie, I’m more than ready for a break. But Christmas in Vermont? For three weeks? Three of the family business’s highest ranking officers out-of-town all at the same time? It’s a miracle Dad ever allowed this in the first place. But then, it’s a miracle that my mom’s in remission.

      I’ve always wanted Christmas to feel special. Maybe this year it will really feel that way.
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      “I thought there’d be snow already,” my brother Keith comments as soon as we get out of the car at our Vermont destination.

      “Oh! Maybe we’ll get to see some snow! It’ll be the first time for you guys, right?” Mom says, clasping my arm.

      I pull out our suitcases and guide them across the small paved walkway. “I’ve seen snow before,” I grumble.

      I’m not necessarily in a bad mood, but for the whole plane and car ride, Dad was on me about whether I brought my laptop and if I brought a suit in case we have to hold an important Zoom call. It’s been nothing but work for the first few hours of this trip already.

      “I’m going to check on the Wi-Fi signal,” Dad says, taking his duffle and all but sprinting inside the inn.

      Mom gives a little shiver, so Keith wraps his red scarf around her. “Are you trying to suffocate me?” Her voice is muffled behind the cashmere.

      “How’d you even get him to come with?” I ask, gesturing at my father, who is already disappearing through the door. A burst of cold wind shoots down the back of my neck, making me squirm. I’m not a fan of cold weather–not even a little bit.

      “I mean, look at this!” Mom says, ignoring me and gesturing at the inn in front of us. She smacks Keith on the arm—who is apparently typing out an email or something—until he looks up, too. “Let’s take a look around before we go in.”

      The place is larger than I expected and a bit older.  The Victorian home has three-stories, I believe, with a large front porch with columns wrapped up in decorations like a house in a Hallmark Christmas movie. The wood siding is white, and the shutters are navy blue. Up on the upper balcony sits a triad of decked-out Christmas trees. All the bushes in front are wrapped in lights. I bet this place is beautiful at night. I notice lots of little details, like snowflakes, bells, and ribbons hanging from the branches of the bare trees.

      Over on the side of the yard, a giant wooden snowflake stands in front of a large red barn. I wonder if there are animals in there. I make a mental note to check it out later.

      “Let’s get inside,” Keith says, shoving his hands deep in his coat pockets. “It’s freezing out here.”

      I gather up our bags and lead my mom into the inn. We’re welcomed by a hug of warm air, the scent of cinnamon, and a whole lot more Christmas decor than I ever expected. We celebrate Christmas in SoCal, too, but I’ve never seen anything like this outside of the movies. A huge brick fireplace blazes in the foyer, with a large garland decorated with lights and golden reindeer on the mantle. A massive Christmas tree twinkles like a star in the center of the room. It’s filled with an assortment of decorations, from little glass balls to handmade fabric candy canes.

      Even for someone who likes the idea of Christmas, this is… a lot.

      “This is breathtaking!” My mom gasps. “This is going to be wonderful!”

      My dad appears around the corner, slapping me on the shoulder. “Meeting in ten in my room. Bring your laptop.”

      It all suddenly feels like way too much. This is going to be a long vacation.
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      *Ivy’*

      

      The bell on the door dings as I press inside Blue Kiss, the shop Autumn’s Aunt Bev owns. It’s a little antique shop that also carries items tourists may have forgotten to pack. I haven’t been here in a while, unfortunately, but for some reason, my friend insisted we meet her here today. Cally is standing right inside the door dressed in a colorful sweater that looks fresh out of an ‘80s Vogue magazine, paired with long purple sweats and fuzzy platform boots.

      “Hey, girlie,” she greets me. “I’ve been waiting for, like, fifteen minutes, but Autumn isn’t here yet.”

      Weird, I think. “Do you know what this is about? Why would she insist we meet here out of the blue like this?”

      Cally shrugs and leans back against the counter. I busy myself by looking at the vintage ornaments decorating the little tree by the register.

      “Oh!” Cally says suddenly. It makes me almost jump out of my skin. “Do you think she’s pregnant?”

      “What?” I laugh. “That’s crazy. It’s only been a couple of months since they got married.”

      She arches an eyebrow. “It only takes once, you know.”

      “Seems like a weird place for a baby announcement," I say, unconvinced. “She’s more the type to wait until Christmas and box up the ultrasound pictures with a onesie and a couple of matching shirts for us that say, ‘I love my aunties.’”

      Cally sighs. “You’re probably right.”

      The door bursts open, catching our attention. Autumn busts in with a large green picnic basket and a smile a mile wide. “Guys! Are you ready?”

      Cally feigns indifference by checking her nails. “I’m past ready, girl. Ivy is here on time for once, and you are late. I’ve been waiting twenty minutes!”

      I narrow my eyes at her for the jab at my perpetual lateness. I can’t help it if time slips away from me sometimes.

      “I’m sorry. He didn’t want to stay in the basket,” Autumn explains, setting the picnic basket on the floor. Aunt Bev appears from somewhere in the back and joins us, quietly eyeing the basket like she isn’t sure she wants to know what’s in there.

      Cally pushes me from behind. “You check it,” she says. “Who knows what kind of poor creature she’s trapped in there?”

      But before my mind has any time to question whether this ‘he’ is furry or scaled, I hear the tall-tell whine of a puppy. In a quick motion, I flip open the top to reveal a curly-coated golden poodle mix.

      “We got a puppy!” Autumn exclaims.

      “He’s so cute! And kind of like my guess–a baby,” Cally says.

      I laugh and pull the puppy out of the basket carefully.

      “I’m glad it’s a dog–and not a baby in a basket,” Aunt Bev teases. “What does Tess think?”

      Autumn looks a little guilty. “Tess hasn’t met him yet, so I’m not sure.”

      We pass the puppy—Jericho—around, and he licks at us and wags his tail. Autumn explains that she and Lukas adopted him from the PawPals shelter a couple of days ago. They definitely have the space to accommodate a second dog. It’s exciting, and the puppy is so cute! Autumn explains that they wanted a dog that belongs to both of them.

      Everyone’s got something new going on for them. Well, except for me, I guess. But that’s okay. I definitely don’t need a puppy to keep me busy during the holiday season.

      We gush over him a little longer before I tell everyone that I have to get back to work. I hug everyone goodbye and scratch Jericho behind the ears before I head back out into the cold.

      When I pull into Hearthlight’s parking lot, I try to refocus on all the tasks I need to finish this afternoon. Thanks to my short attention span, I like to write things down. Lists are the way to go, which is why I carry around a little notepad where I write down everything I don’t want to forget to do. Somehow, I keep track of it better than I do my phone, ironically.

      I forgot! I was supposed to respond to my grandmother’s letter, so I jot that down quickly and kick myself for not remembering something so important. My mom’s parents have moved to Florida, like so many retired folks who get tired of the cold winters. Grandma and I love writing to one another, even though it takes much longer than a call, text, or email.

      I put the notepad back in my coat pocket and head inside.

      A couple of new guests have arrived, and it looks like my parents are busy. Mom’s guiding an older gentleman into the dining area, and my dad is nowhere in sight. A middle-aged guy at the desk is looking around, tapping his foot. I take a deep breath and rush over to him.

      I help him get checked in and assess the rooms that have recently been emptied—turns out that’s where my dad is. He insists that he’s got it handled and tells me to go back to the front desk for now. As I head back downstairs, I make sure every guest I cross paths with has what they need or want, and then I find my place at the front desk. With no one else to check in, I get to work on an item from my checklist, which is to plan the inn’s charity event coming up called Joy to the Children, where we give needy children presents and throw them a Christmas party.

      I’m really looking forward to it this year, but there is a lot to do before then. Travis, Cally’s fiancé, has volunteered to create our signage, and Cally is making tons of treats for the kiddos. Autumn and Lukas are manning the gift station.

      It’s mostly up to me to plan the logistics of it all, and it’s my first year doing so much by myself. My parents are slowly stepping back and entrusting me with more. I really appreciate it, but it does make me nervous for the future. If I don’t find someone to help me, preferably a husband and/or a business partner, then I might have to hire someone, which I’m not sure about since this place has always been a Dear family business.

      I’m half lamenting over my minuscule prospects and half kicking the event planning into gear when I catch a whiff of coffee and a hint of leather and bergamot. I turn to see a man about my age walk by with a hand in his pocket and his eyes glued straight ahead. He’s tall, with tanned skin and sun-bleached hair. He looks like a movie star, a standout in the midst of all the Christmas decor and bundled up people coming in from outside.

      I lay my pen down to greet him. And he just keeps going. I only get half a word out before he passes me by.

      Feeling a little embarrassed for some reason, I sink back and focus on my list, trying to keep my eyes off him. He didn’t seem to notice me at all. My eyes flick back over to see him heading into the next room. That’s when I notice he has a phone pressed to his ear. His mouth is moving, but whatever he’s saying, it’s too quiet for me to hear.

      He must not have noticed me because he’s too busy on the phone.

      The temporary distraction has disappeared into another room, so it’s time to get back to work. I fold my legs in an effort to sit still so I can focus.

      As soon as my mind mellows out, I catch a man’s voice coming toward me. It’s low and soothing, like a late night radio host, except instead of telling me about ‘a new hit single that’ll make you wanna cuddle up on the couch with the one you love’ he’s using words like ‘oversight’ and ‘profitability.’

      Then, I catch his scent again–the same one I smelled before–and sure enough, the same guy walks by again, still on the phone. This time, the coffee scent is stronger. It’s not unusual to have the coffee pot going all day long, but this smells like straight up black coffee, the stuff for people who’ve caffeinated themselves numb and past the jitters. It’s the coffee of serious people.
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