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COMING HOME FOR CHRISTMAS was the last thing she wanted... until he was standing there under the mistletoe.

Big-city consultant Noelle has no time for Christmas magic—or the small town she left behind years ago. But when a family emergency drags her back to snowy Maplewood, the last thing she expected is to be roped into saving the town’s beloved Christmas Festival of Lights.

Worse still? She’ll have to work side by side with Rowan, her childhood best friend turned sharp-tongued rival. He’s charming, stubborn, and infuriatingly dedicated to keeping the town’s traditions alive.

Between snowball fights, late-night decorating, and one unforgettable sleigh ride, old sparks start to glow brighter than the holiday lights strung across town. But with Noelle’s big-city job pulling them away—and a slick developer threatening to buy up Maplewood if the festival fails—will Christmas deliver a miracle of second chances, or a heartbreak under the mistletoe?
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Chapter 1
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Freshly fallen snow sat gathered on the pine boughs. Diamond sparkles coated the fluffy pillows. This wasn’t the grungy, gray, and grime-encased icebergs at the curb like what I was used to. Nope. This was the good stuff. The pretty snow all the holiday songs celebrated. What kids woke up to on unexpected days off of school to sled in and build snowmen. 

Mesmerized with the scenic view, I sighed and grew distracted with the end of the hours-long journey from the city to head back home. Maplewood would be within sight soon, but even with this picturesque snowfall that made this stretch of the country highway look like something right out of a glossy postcard, I couldn’t...smile. 

I yawned, regretting the early hour I’d caved and decided to come home. Between my mom’s texts and voicemails, it was clear she wouldn’t take a no for an answer about me being home for the holidays this year. 

But that didn’t mean I had to leave at the buttcrack of dawn...

It would’ve have mattered when I made the drive. The route would still be the same old. And my reluctance to be back in the small town I’d grown up in would remain high like always. 

Another yawn struck, and I blinked my eyes rapidly to stay alert. 

Turning up the Christmas music helped to perk me up a bit, but just as soon as I lowered my hand from the volume knob, my phone pinged twice. 

“Aha,” I muttered sarcastically. “It seems I’ve passed into a rare strip of reception.” 

Among the many reasons I’d left town was this critical pet peeve of hit-or-miss reception around Maplewood. I knew better than to assume I’d have a good clearance again, so I picked up the device from the console and checked it. Using the volume button on the steering wheel, I turned down the music. “Sorry, Rudolph,” I replied, needing the volume down so I could see better. 

It was only a pair of texts, not calls, but still, there was just something unexplainable about needing the sound down to see better or the light brighter to hear well. Or at least it seemed like that was the case while I drove this path. 

First was a message from my bestie, the OG one I’d known since kindergarten. 

Clara: Home, sweet home yet? 

She added a series of hearts and holiday emojis. 

The other text was from my best friend in the city, a coworker who’d recently moved to London. 

Ollie: Are you stuck in nowheresville already? 

He’d added a GIF of a woman nodding off. 

I couldn’t help a wry chuckle at the contradictions they asked me. Setting my phone back down, I turned the music back up and sighed. 

Of course, Clara would be excited to have me back in Maplewood. Even though I’d left after graduation for college and my career, she and I stayed in touch. She was a lifer in town, never moving, but that didn’t stop us from having two girls’ trips per year in our commitment to maintain our long-distance closeness. Video calls helped, too. That was how I stayed in touch with Ollie, too, since he’d recently moved to London for a new job. 

Both of them represented the contrast of my enthusiasm—or lack thereof—about coming “home.” 

Maplewood was home. And as I sped onto the start of Main Street that would curve and wind the way toward the heart of the old small town, I let out another deep exhale. Not a yawn or a sigh, but something more like...relief. 

Seeing this idyllic place blanketed with fresh snow hit a specific brand of nostalgia within me. I grew up here. I played in that town square park. I walked along those sidewalks to get ice cream or check out the outdated matinee movies in the dog days of summer. I went trick-or-treating down those side streets. Clara and I had a phase of playing ding-dong-ditch in that suburb over that way. 

Yet, Ollie had a point, too. The city was my residence now. It had been my “home” for ten years. I lived in the hustle and bustle of chaos, using public transportation and walking to work like millions of others. Honking horns, street carts, and constant traffic jams were my norm. Coming to the peaceful calm of Maplewood, I was subjected to a slower pace of life, one Ollie would’ve raised his brows at. 

“It’s not like you’ll be here for long,” I reminded myself as I passed the large paved area where Pierce’s Pines was set up. I couldn’t help a slight wince at the sight of one of my former seasonal jobs here. That Christmas tree lot hosted too many memories to dismiss on the spot. 

Driving faster, I furrowed my brow, determined to not even think about that place, what happened there, and who would likely be there still. 

“Nope. Not thinking about anything to do with him. Or that. Or—” I grunted, annoyed already with the main reason Maplewood was most definitely not home anymore. 

Cruising through town showed the usual signs of pending seasonal joy that this place would always represent. Wreaths and evergreen swag adorned lampposts. Ribbons and velvet bows were tied with the greenery. Signs were being moved out of storage, ready to be propped up. Reindeer inflatables bobbed in the wind and the big Nativity scene was being constructed in front of the church. 

But...it wasn’t done. 

“Hmm.” I pursed my lips, noticing how Maplewood seemed to be behind schedule with its yearly transformation into small-town Christmas wonder. 

“Maybe that’s what Mom was worrying about,” I said aloud, not even trying to shake my habit of talking to myself. 

Thinking back to how she’d worded her texts and voicemails since Thanksgiving, I had to wonder if she was using her knee surgery recovery as an excuse to get me back home or if she really meant it when she said she needed help getting ready for the holidays. Ever since I was a kid, my mom had been heavily involved with the town’s festivities. Evelyn Carter had been a go-to person who helped with so much of Maplewood’s annual Festival of Lights that they put up a plaque in honor of her volunteerism at the community hall. 

“But that doesn’t mean I have to do it in her place, does it?” Just thinking about being involved with all the townspeople made me want to grumble all over again. He would no doubt participate in whipping this town into holiday joy, too. 

“Just a couple of weeks, Noelle. It’s only two weeks and you can go again.” Telling myself that as I pulled into my mom’s driveway didn’t help much. The second I fully stopped my car and turned the engine off, I stared up at the house I’d grown up and felt sucked back in time. 

Home, sweet home? 

It looked look home. Memories bombarded me as I took my key out of the ignition. This was the house I’d grown up in, and it all looked reassuringly the same, frozen in time. Icicles hanging over the eaves meant it was frozen otherwise, too. The soft, brown paint was the same. The shutters and neatly trimmed hedges and the gray door. Bright blue paint glittered under the morning sunshine, shining from the kitschy birdhouse I’d made in Girl Scouts in the fourth grade. I’d given it to my mom on Mother’s Day and it remained hanging in that tree ever since. 

My lips lifted higher as I gave in to a bigger smile. She’d been so happy when I gave it to her, proud of my craftsmanship. I had to wonder if she’d like my Christmas gift for her, too. I wouldn’t have to witness her opening it via a video call this year. I could watch her and wait for her excitement in person. 

Imagining Christmas morning here had me realizing how long it had been since I’d shared the holiday with her and my younger brother, Max. Sure, I visited at other times, especially in the summer. Despite how she made it sound, it wasn’t like I’d been completely absent for the last ten years. It had been a while since I’d been home for the holidays, though. Yet, as I sat here for a moment before getting out and into the cold, I knew it wasn’t supposed to look this bare here. 

Where were all the decorations? The lights? 

Max was getting busier and busier with his band taking off, but I felt a smidgen of guilt for wanting to protest coming back and helping Mom. Maybe she did need an extra pair of hands around here, even if it was just to get this place looking like the cozy holiday house it usually was. 

“Speak of the devil,” I muttered, spotting my tall brother coming around the path from the side of the garage. The telltale scrapes of the shovel on the sidewalk proved he was still here and helping out somewhat. He hunched over, clearing the path, and he didn’t look up when I got out and shut the door. 

Instead of announcing my arrival with any pleasantries, I went with what would work. I had no doubt he wouldn’t hear me no matter what I said. He probably had his earbuds in, lost in his music like always. 

Stooping low to gather a handful of snow, I grinned wider yet. Oh, some things just never change...

Molding a snowball came to me with ease, and I was ready to lob it at him. But he straightened just in time to see me launching it at him. 

I cringed. “Whoops.” I’d been aiming for his chest, but I got him smack in the face. 

“Hey!” He winced and brushed off the snow, shaking his head. 

“Sorry!” I left my things in the car and went to greet him. 

Still scowling, he wiped off his face and propped the handle of the shovel against him. “Why’d you even have to come back?” he grumbled. 

“Aw, I missed you, too.” I wrapped my arms around him. 

Reluctantly hugging me back, he grunted a mediocre reply. 

“And you know why I’m back.” I stepped aside and eyed the bare house. “Mom said she needed a little extra help around here for the holidays.” 

“Yeah. Thank goodness.” He smiled. “Now it’ll be up to you to decorate and be her little elf.” 

“Is she struggling after the surgery?” If she was, it’d be news to me. We texted, called, or video chatted almost every day. She hadn’t given me a sign of suffering, nothing that would keep her back from being her usual festive self at this time of the year.

“No.” 

“Then why does it look so blah?” I gestured at the house. 

“Oh, like you care about decorating.” 

I tightened my scarf and propped my hands on my hips. “Hey. You take that back. My apartment might only have two square feet to spare, but it’s decorated.” 

He shook his head, smiling. “It looks blah because I’m too busy to get on a ladder and fuss out here with lights.” 

I pouted, hating that Mom was held back. 

“Oh, don’t give me that look. Out here, it’s unfinished, but wait until you get inside.” 

“Are you two bickering already?” Mom called out. She stood at the door, wrapping a thick brown shawl over her red and green striped shirt. Errant strands of graying hair that escaped her bun lifted in a breeze. “It’s nearly Christmas and Santa’s watching.” She playfully wagged her finger at us as she smiled. 

“Bickering? Who, us?” Max smashed a snowball on the top of my head. He must have made it quickly when I turned to face the door. Opening my mouth in an O of shock, I hunched my shoulders which of course only made the snow sneak in and creep under my scarf and collar more. 

“Max!” Mom scolded. 

“She started it,” he replied, resuming his shoveling without a care. 

“Oh, like I haven’t heard that one before.” Mom shook her head, gesturing for me to get in the house. 

“I’m going to get you back,” I told him as I headed inside, fluffing out my scarf to remove the snow. 

“Welcome home, honey!” Mom said as I reached the door. 

“Hi, Mom— Whoa.” I stopped at the doorway, opening my eyes wide. 

Max was right. Outside, the house lacked festivity. Inside, it was as though every crafts store had exploded and landed celebratory debris on every surface. 

The Christmas village was all arranged. Stockings, baubles, and garland were hung. The tree stood tall and loaded, decorated with multitudes of ornaments and lights. Gifts sat stacked on the skirt, and even the old train set was plugged in and rolling in circles. 

“You’ve been busy,” I commented with a laugh, accepting her hug. 

“Not as busy as I’d like to be,” she said with a wink. “Come in. Come in. I’ve got lunch waiting for us while we catch up.” 

I smiled, following her inside. “Catch up? You’re acting like we didn’t talk last night and we didn’t text this morning.” 

“Well.” She shrugged. “You know what I mean.” 

Um, actually, I don’t. It was one thing to come back here during the holidays after several years, but it was another matter for her to suggest I was aloof and estranged. 

“What I mean is that I’ve got a list of errands for you,” she said as she entered the kitchen. 

Ah. Max wasn’t exaggerating about me being her elf.

“It’ll be nice to sit and chat before you’re busy in my place with this knee healing up.” She tacked on a gleeful smile. 

“All right. But I’ll need to get my things out of the car and check emails from my boss before you put me to work.” I sat, shivering one last time at the snow from Max’s “greeting.”

“Work?” She scrunched her face as she reached for the coffee pot to pour me a mug. “It’s time to be home. For the holidays and love and peace.” 

Love? I blinked at that, alarmed. But as I watched her slide my favorite coffee creamer over, something I knew she’d gotten just for me, I realized what she meant. 

Love from her, from Max. 

That kind of love. 

Not...anything else. 

That’d be ridiculous. 

So-called “love” was the reason I’d left town in the first place. 
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MOM HANDED ME A PLATE of grilled cheese sandwiches, perfectly crisped and golden. The melting colby jack inside them would pair wonderfully with the homemade tomato soup steaming in the bowl she’d just ladled for me. 

My stomach growled. “I feel like it’s Christmas already,” I gushed. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had my favorites like this.” 

She smiled. “Well, if you could visit more often, I’d be making your lunch all the time.” 

She would, too. Ever since she retired from being Maplewood Elementary’s music teacher, she’d kept herself busy with cooking, baking, gardening, and crafting. But it was her exploration of recipes and new dishes where she found her delight. 

My mom had never made a habit of spoiling me or Max, but she always took time to make everything special. When I was younger, I wondered if she was just trying to compensate as a single parent since my dad passed away when I was just a toddler, right after Max was born. But I came to realize it was simple who she was. The mom magic had always been strong with her, and it was so evident over the holidays, too. 

I’d never take her for granted, and at the same time, I knew better than to misconstrue her words. 

Sure, she missed me and would prefer if I lived locally. But she wouldn’t dare to tamper with my career goals. 

Even though she had spoken out of love, she furrowed her brow and looked sheepish. “I hope you don’t think I’m trying to convince you to move back home.” 

I shook my head, my mouth too full of coffee at the moment to reply. 

“I understand that your life is in the city and your job is there.” 

I set my coffee mug down and patted her hand on the tabletop, resting on the red-and-green checkered cloth. “I know, Mom. I know.” 

She didn’t need to worry about offending me. I had always been aware of how proud she was of me—no matter what. How glad she was for my success and accomplishments, even if they didn’t happen here at home or in Maplewood.

Clara was understanding of how my career was better suited in the city, too. All my life, I’d dreamed of being a children’s book illustrator, and I was very excited that I was closer than ever to having that title. While Maplewood was quaint and cute as an old-timey small town, it wasn’t a model location for the book industry. 

At least they understand. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at the thought of one particular person who’d never been able to accept that I had ambitions outside of the town limits. 

“Do you really have work to do?” she asked, furrowing her brow further. 

“No. I’m good. I only want a couple of seconds to check my emails. Just to see if Stella has heard anything new about that project.” 

Beaming quickly, she clasped her hands together and tucked them under her chin. “Oh, I can’t wait for you to hear about it!” 

I bit my lip, once more trying not to get my hopes up. 

“You’ve been waiting so long for this opportunity,” she said with that same enthusiasm she couldn’t mask. “That’s my Christmas wish this year.” She winked. 

I smiled and shook my head. “Don’t jinx it,” I teased. 

“Oh, stop.” She dismissed my reply with a wave. “There’s no jinxing about it. You’ve worked for Stella at Hyper Press for so long and you’ve done such good work. You’ll be offered that new project because of your talent, not luck, honey.” 

I hope so. In the vein of not biting the hand that feeds, I appreciated my position as a graphic assistant at the small publishing house I’d been employed at since college. But it wasn’t my dream. Hopefully, if Stella let me have the graphic and illustration lead for a competitive series that would be coming out soon, it would be a shoo-in to be a full-fledged designer. 

Regardless of my mom’s praise, I crossed my fingers and held them up. “I’m not going to dismiss any extra luck I can find.” 

She asked me a few more questions about the upcoming project I wanted to snag, and then she asked more about how Ollie was doing with his move to London since he’d just left Hyper Press. 

“You know what?” I said after I gathered my plates and thanked her for the lunch. “I’ll check my emails later. I bet Stella has been in meetings all day and hasn’t had time to email any of the team members.” 

Mom smiled and stayed seated. “Are you sure?” 

I leaned down to press a kiss to the top of her head, loving her even more for her understanding of how much my job mattered. “I’m sure. What kind of errands do you have me starting with?” 

When she slid a pad of paper over and put her readers on, I cringed. 

Oh, boy.

Multiple pages had her chicken scratch penmanship on it. Over the pale green paper with the header of Christmas trees, she had jotted down a lengthy list of missions. 

“Well, since Max has a free day and he’s offered to handle the lights outside, maybe you can do more of the shopping.” 

I nodded. “Shopping? Sign me up.” I crouched over to skim what she wanted first. Most of it seemed like odds and ends that she forgot in her last shopping trip and she didn’t want to go to the hassle of ordering it all to be delivered. Why bother paying for delivery for one thing here and another thing there? 

“Sure thing, Mom.” I tucked her list into my purse as I grabbed my coat at the door. “You sit tight and rest that knee.” 

“I’m babying it, but I’m supposed to stay busy, too.” 

“Don’t overdo it,” I warned gently. 

“I won’t.” Smiling as she sat to continue checking off the Christmas cards to mail, she pointed her pen at me. “Don’t you overdo it either.” 

“Ha!” I shrugged, feigning innocence. It’d been too long since I went shopping in the small boutiques downtown. She wouldn’t hold a grudge against me if I picked up an extra something in town, anything to further the seasonal joy here. 

I set off to walk into town instead of taking my car. Mom hadn’t given me a deadline, and with it being so early in the day, I could take my time and go at whatever pace I wanted. So used to walking and using the subway in the city, I wasn’t put off with the prospect of carrying the small purchases in my tote. 

Besides, with the rate of Clara wanting me to stop in and see her at her bakery shop on Main, aptly named Sugar & Spice, I’d be duty-bound to say hello in person, too. 

Walking down the familiar sidewalks of town gave me more of a homecoming than I realized I’d been wanting. Seeing all the decorations neighbors and townsfolk put out had me smiling. So many of the same, old things were displayed, but inside of it looking rundown and predictable, it gave me a sense of belonging. Of knowing what to expect. Like the O’Hannigan family using the same massive abominable snowman inflatable or the Smith family setting up the same illuminated gift stacks that would glitter under the snow. 

All the way toward Main Street, I had a walk down proverbial memory lane. Once I got to town, I passed by all the antique buildings that were home to the many boutiques and shops, small mom-and-pop or new starter-ups with unique finds I’d be hard-pressed to enjoy in the city. 

Eventually, though, my easy smile faded. The closer I came to Pierce’s Pines, the more I dreaded seeing him. 

“Don’t even think about it,” I coached myself under my breath. 

That was the second time today that I’d had to order myself to scratch Rowan Pierce from my thoughts. This time, it would be a harder task to pull off. Heading to the Christmas tree lot his family owned made it impossible.

“Don’t think about him.”

I hurried up, walking quicker along the sidewalk to get this first errand out of the way. My boots crunched over the ice and salt thrown down on the sidewalk, but the gritty grip of my steps gave me the confidence to hustle without fear of slipping. 

“In and out.” 

I turned through the entryway, my shoulders brushing against the thick branches of spruces.

“Just find the wreath and get out,” I muttered. 

It seemed like a cruel sense of fate that the very first thing my mom would ask me to do would be to come here for a wreath she just had to have for the front door. But she wasn’t that calculating. She wouldn’t have asked me to come here just for the chance I could see my ex. She wouldn’t have been so devious to arrange this for any reason other than getting a wreath. 

I strode back and forth down the aisles set up on the pavement. Towering lengths of evergreens made it like a maze, but just like so many other details about Maplewood, the design of this tree lot was another example of the same old. Ten years ago, I had the seasonal job to help set up all these trees when I worked for Rowan’s dad. Muscle memory teased me with the reminders of how the gloves felt so thick as we hauled trees out to the stands. The aches and strains of manual labor returned in the back of my mind. Henry Pierce set me up to be the cashier girl while Rowan and Rick handled the hauling and strapping down the trees. And as I panicked about lingering too long and running into Rowan, I frantically wondered where the heck they were displaying the wreaths now. 

“Oh, my goodness. Where the heck are they?” I whispered, knowing that every second I spent here was another when I’d spot the one person who’d never understood why I wanted to leave town. 

“Here, wreath,” I whispered, hurrying down another corner of the lot. “Come out, come out, wherever you are...” 

Cringing as I turned down another route, I spun in my step to check the last area I hadn’t gone down yet. 

“Where in the evergreen hell are the— Ah!” I completed the spin with a sidestep and collision. 

Hard hits of sprucy spiciness assaulted my nose, but it wasn’t a tree I mistakenly slammed into. Unless trees could talk and exclaim “Whoa!” in an achingly familiar voice and reach out to break my fall. Strong fingers wrapped around my upper arms and I hated how I just knew that he was here. 

Holding me. 

Catching me. 

Peering down at me as I lifted my head and blew out a puff of air to clear my hair out of my face. 

“Looking for something?” Rowan asked. 

It only took him a second to break. A slow smile curved his lips upward in that secret grin he always had waiting to share. Half amusement and part confusion, he studied me with too much curiosity than what I wanted to face. 

Thrown off by how tall and larger-than-life he seemed this close, I frowned instantly. Repelled by any hints to admire that sexy, roguish smile, to appreciate his steady grip, or to fall back into those long-ago recollections of being the center of his attention, I cleared my throat and straightened. “No.” I brushed off the front of my coat, shaking off the pine needles that had smacked into me from the wreaths he held. Since he’d stepped in to catch me from spinning too fast, he’d ended up sticking his arm through a couple of the circular decorations. “I’m not looking for someone.” 

“Hmm.” He nodded, narrowing his grayish-blue eyes as he watched me. “I asked if you were looking for something. Not someone.” Just like that, he smiled wider, downright teasing me. 

Oh, hell. I’d been so hung up on avoiding running into him that it had taken over all my thoughts. “Right. Um, well, no.” 

He raised his brows, still smiling like this was the most fun he’d had all day while working at his dad’s tree lot. 

“Yes.” I frowned, furrowing my brow. Clearing my throat again—because it had to be a way to stall if not to save face—I tore my gaze off his rugged face and fussed with my scarf. “I am.” Gesturing at the wreaths, I glanced up at him. “My mom sent me here for one of those, actually.” 

As he slid one down his lean arm and extended it to me, he laughed once, again giving me the impression that he was amused by me. “So I guess you were looking for me, then.” 

I slitted my eyes as I snatched it from him, annoyed that he’d interpret my appearance here as a ploy to find him again. “Don’t flatter yourself.” I moved too quickly, tugging the wreath clumsily just to get away. The wire hook on the back snagged on his gloves, yanking it off before the wreath was clear of his arm. 

“Hey!” He leaned over to grab the glove, slanting toward me and giving me another hit of that outdoorsy spruce scent that never left him. 

“Whoops.” I backed up to avoid him brushing against me, but I tilted too far back that I bumped my butt into a tree. 

“Watch out—” Rowan shot his arm out to move me from the tree that wasn’t secure in a stand. He ended up holding on to my side, though, too late to lunge after the tree. It tipped over, landing against its neighbor in the lineup that he must have been setting out. That one went lopsided to smack into another. And another. And then another. 

Mouth hanging open, I stared at the ripple effect of the trees toppling over like dominoes. Rowen cringed, watching the downfall, too stunned to take his muscled arm away from me. 

An entire line of trees lay on the pavement, rolling a bit and shedding needles. 

“Whoops?” I repeated, grimacing. 

He faced me slowly, giving me a droll look as he stared down at my face. This close, I saw the flecks of darker blue in his irises. I felt the warmth of his hard body despite his denim jacket and thick flannel button-up. Startled by how good it felt to be near him again, how familiar it used to be, I made the stupid mistake of looking at his lips pressed in a thin line of irritation. 

In and out. 

Get the wreath and go!

I blinked, yanking myself out of the rush of being near him. Clutching the wreath like it was a shield, I combatted the warmth of a blush that threatened on my cheeks, I backed up. I thrust it up a little, to emphasize it like a prop. “Just came for a wreath,” I repeated, determined to rush away from any further interaction. 

Turning to leave him with the mess, I winced and damned myself for still having any kind of reaction to him. Ten years hadn’t made him hideous. A decade hadn’t dimmed his charisma. All this time hadn’t lightened up the iciness he’d still hold in his heart for me. 

“Get the wreath and go,” I muttered to myself as I hot-footed it to the check-out station. Determined not to spend a second longer here, I lowered my face to dig into my purse for my wallet. 

I only looked up once I reached the counter, almost ready to toss out the first bill I found just to escape. That was how much running into my ex, here, and at this time of the year, had rattled me. 

But I stopped short and almost smiled at who was checking me out. “Holly?”

The short brunette glanced up, mid-frown while she was on the phone. “Oh, hey. Noelle!” She smiled, but it didn’t last. I didn’t doubt she was happy to see me. I used to babysit her well before Rowan and I officially dated. Even though I was on lousy terms with him, we’d always been ambivalent toward each other since I left. 

“I didn’t realize you were back for the holidays.” She smiled again, but that expression that was usually so infectious on her faded fast. 

“Yep. Just got in today,” I replied. While I still wanted to escape and avoid Rowan’s proximity, I wasn’t about to steal this wreath. I couldn’t walk away from her, either, surprised the bubbly young woman wouldn’t be smiling and chatty like usual. “How’s it going?” 

“Oh, it’s...” She exhaled a long breath and took the wreath to scan the tag. “It’s just...” Shaking her head, she looked downright stressed. 

“It’s just this.” Done with scanning the wreath, she stabbed her finger at a flyer on the bare-wood counter. “I can’t believe he actually snuck in here to leave one of these here.” Rolling her eyes, she faced me with a glum smirk. 

“What’s that?” I took the flyer, narrowing my eyes as I read the font of an advertisement about new condos and business buildings. “McCormick Developments?” Scrunching my nose, I looked up at her. Seeing an artist rendition of modernistic buildings on Main Street was too bizarre to believe. “Is this a prank?” 

“I wish it was,” Holly replied, taking my card to charge it. “This developer has been scoping out land and properties ever since that fall announcement that the town’s been losing money. 

Mom told me about the news of financial mismanagement back around Halloween, but this still didn’t add up. “It can’t be that bad.” 

Holly shrugged, rubbing the spot between her shoulder and neck as if she were feeling all the physical strains of stress. “I wish it wasn’t.” 

“Oh, that’s crazy talk. Maplewood can’t possibly be for sale.” 

“They need money somehow.” 

I cringed, imagining it coming to this. That the small town I once loved and lived in could be changed and modernized. “I’m sure the Festival of Lights will bring in tourism like usual.” 

She sighed, smiling a little more. “It usually does,” she agreed. “Rowan’s co-chairing it.” 

“Again?” I asked sarcastically. 

She smiled even wider yet. “Yep. Again. I just hope he can get this place to make it the best festival yet and scare off this developer from even thinking about buying a single square inch of our town.” Making a goofy smirk, she sighed again. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to whine and all. I just saw this flyer and got upset about it all over again.” 

“No worries,” I replied as I took my wreath and backed up with a wave. “It’s good to see you again, Holly.” 

“Hey, wait. Rowan’s around here somewhere—” 

I lifted my hand in another more exaggerated wave as I turned to really escape, practically jogging over the fallen needles and snow. 
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