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Dedication



This book is dedicated to everyone who holds


Christmas in their heart,


and everyone who needs to let Christmas into their heart.


Find a pinecone. Make a wish. Believe.
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Chapter 1



Haley Hanson was having a staring contest—with a bunch of dolls. And they were winning. Lined up on her desk, the adorable dolls were dressed in beautiful, classic red velvet and emerald-green Christmas dresses. Each dress was meticulously trimmed with delicate white lace and had tiny pearl-like buttons up the front. But it was their perfectly painted smiles that made Haley’s frown deepen. They weren’t fooling her for a minute. She knew they might look innocent enough, but the truth was that these Christmas dolls were about to decide her entire future. They were everything.


“So, here’s what we need to do,” she said to the dolls as she leaned in closer to them. “We need to work together if I’m going to get this promotion, understand?” Haley gave them a stern look, waited a beat, and then laughed. People always said she had an active imagination. It was a useful trait to have in her advertising job as a brand strategist. But not even her imagination could make those dolls talk back.


She decided to let the dolls win this round. But she wasn’t giving up. She had too much to lose. To remind herself exactly what was at stake, she walked over to the biggest piece of furniture in her office, a chic glass bookcase filled with all the awards she had won working at Bergman Advertising. It was an impressive collection.


She had started working for the agency right out of college eight years ago. She had chosen advertising and working specifically with building brands because it was a way to combine her creative skills with her storytelling ability, and she loved being able to help people and companies connect in an authentic way with their customers.


She picked up one of her awards. It vaguely resembled a Hollywood Oscar, and she was always surprised by how heavy it was. It was called an Addie. It was silver instead of gold, and smaller than an Oscar, but if you worked in advertising, it was about the equivalent. It was the most prestigious award you could get.


She’d won it right after she had started at the agency, working on a campaign for one of her first clients, the Massachusetts Board of Education. They had wanted a big television ad campaign to promote literacy, but their budget was tiny. She had found a way to get some top celebrities to donate their time and sponsor the ads. The campaign was such a huge success, it was used as a model for other school districts, helping children across the country. When Haley was put in charge of the national campaign, it had jump-started her career, and she never looked back. She quickly went from representing small mom-and-pop businesses to some of the top brands and companies in Boston.


Sure, she had given up some things along the way to become one of the youngest vice presidents the company had ever had—like a personal life, vacations, and weekends—but she had never regretted it, and now she was finally getting everything she had worked so hard for: a promotion to partner.


Her boss, the owner of the agency, Larry, had promised to make her partner if she could land a multimillion-dollar account before the end of the year. That’s where the Christmas dolls came in. Haley glanced back at them. They weren’t just any ordinary dolls. They were dolls from Tyler Toys, one of the largest toy companies in the country, which was about to go international. It was exactly the kind of account Haley needed to land if she wanted to make partner.


She’d come to the point where she didn’t want to just work for a company—she wanted a stake in the business, a business she had helped build into one of the top ad agencies on the East Coast. She had worked hard, and she knew she deserved it.


As an only child, she had grown up in a family where money had always been tight, but she had been lucky. While her parents couldn’t give her a lot of material things, like fancy clothes and vacations, and she’d had to miss out on dance and gymnastics lessons, she always knew she was loved. Her parents encouraged her to believe anything was possible, so she decided early on that when she grew up, she never wanted to have to worry about money like her parents always did. And neither would her parents. She’d take care of them.


Haley walked back over to the dolls. An account like Tyler Toys didn’t come along very often. This was her chance.


There was just one small thing standing in her way, or more like one very important person—her boss. To Haley, Larry had always been much more than just a boss. He was her mentor. He had taken a chance on her, hiring her right out of school. He had been tough but always fair, always pushing her to exceed expectations. He had taught her how to always think outside the box, to never take no for an answer, and to always stay one step ahead of the competition.


So, when Haley got an insider tip that Tyler Toys was thinking about hiring a new ad agency, she immediately worked her contacts and found out that Tyler Toys’ president was attending a baseball game in Boston. She pulled some strings and made sure to get tickets for that game in the same box. By the third inning, she had him agreeing to come in for a pitch meeting. The meeting was in two weeks, right before Christmas. It was perfect, right up until Larry decided that another VP at the agency, Tom, should do the pitch.


Haley shuddered just thinking about it. There was no way she could let that happen. Tom was also vying for a chance to make partner, and they had been competing against each other for the last two years. Haley had nothing against Tom, personally. He was about ten years older than her, married, with two kids under ten. He was a nice enough guy. He just wasn’t the guy she was ever going to let steal her promotion. It wasn’t personal. It was business.


Haley sat back down at her desk. Her eyes filled with determination as she stared down the dolls. Her little one-on-one with them was suddenly interrupted when Larry walked into her office. Immediately she sat up straighter and smoothed an imaginary wrinkle out of her impeccable black dress.


“Good morning,” she said.


“Good morning.” He smiled back at her and then did a double take when he saw all of the dolls lined up on her desk. “Haley, what are you doing with the Tyler Toys dolls? Those were supposed to be sent over to Tom.”


When Haley quickly stood up, she accidentally bumped her desk, sending the dolls toppling over like dominoes. She ignored the mess. She was on a mission, feet apart, hands on her hips, chest lifted, and head held high. She was assuming the position—the Wonder Woman position. She had perfected the power pose over the years after learning how it was supposed to give you an instant shot of confidence. It had always worked for her before, and she was counting on it to work this time.


She smiled her most winning smile. “Larry, I want to pitch the Tyler Toys account. I’m the one who brought us the lead. Exactly what you asked me to do, to bring in a big account. I should be running this pitch, not Tom.” She locked eyes with Larry. She wanted to make sure he knew just how serious she was. When she saw the look of surprise in his eyes, she just kept smiling—and posing. Wonder Woman would have been proud. The only way you ever would know she was nervous was that her hands on her hips were pressing into her skin, hard.


She watched and waited as Larry walked up to her desk and picked up one of the Tyler Toys Christmas dolls. The doll’s hair was messy from her tumble, but somehow this made her look even more endearing.


Larry smiled at the doll. “You know a Tyler Toys doll was the first doll I ever bought my daughter Shannon.” He shook his head. “We gave it to her for Christmas when she was about six. It was the only thing she wanted. She was so excited about it, she didn’t even open any of her other presents.” He shook his head as he remembered. “She named her Grace and insisted the doll had its own plate at Christmas dinner. Grace instantly became part of our family. Shannon took that doll with her everywhere. Even on a vacation to Hawaii where there was an unfortunate swimming pool incident. But it never mattered how soggy or worn and torn Grace got, my daughter loved her. It’s hard to believe Shannon’s already a sophomore in college, but you know what, she still has that doll, and every year she gets Grace out for Christmas. That’s what makes Tyler Toys so special. Every doll comes with a Christmas memory—”


Haley jumped in. “I know all about Tyler Toys and the Christmas dolls.” She hated interrupting, but she needed to show Larry just how hard she had worked researching the company. “I know the company is family owned and has been making these dolls for decades, and every year at Christmas, they introduce a new doll, like this one.” She went to grab one of the dolls but accidentally ended up knocking the pile of dolls off her desk.


Larry arched one eyebrow.


Haley laughed as she scrambled to pick up the dolls, but when she noticed Larry wasn’t laughing, she quickly put her game face back on. “Tyler Toys’ president told me they’re looking for something truly special for next year’s Christmas doll. It’s their seventieth anniversary, and I already have some great ideas. I want this pitch, Larry. I know I can get us this account.”


But Larry didn’t look so sure. He walked over to her bookcase and pointed at all her awards. “Haley, I know how talented you are. You’ve proven that over and over again. You’re always my go-to person when I need to pitch a client something fresh and unique, something out of the box, but Tyler Toys . . . they need to stay in the box. That’s who they are. They’re all about Christmas and tradition.”


“I can do Christmas and tradition.”


Larry folded his arms and stared back at her. “Really?”


Haley, excited, nodded.


Larry took her arm and led her out of the office. When they got into the hallway, he pointed to an intern who was struggling to put up a fake Christmas tree. Tree branches were all over the place, and there were unopened boxes of Christmas decorations stacked up everywhere. When the intern tried to cram the latest branch into the sad-looking tree, the whole tree toppled over.


“So then explain to me what’s going on here?” Larry asked.


Haley cringed, then recovered quickly. “I can explain.”


“This year I put you in charge of scheduling the decorators,” he said. “I wanted all the Christmas decorations up by November first. It’s two weeks until Christmas, and all we have is our intern wrestling with a tree. And it’s fake. We’re supposed to have a real tree.”


Haley took a deep breath. She knew she needed to turn this conversation around fast. “I’m sorry. I just got so busy finishing up the Time Right Beauty TV ads and getting the Perfect Perfume billboards up in Times Square . . . by the time I got around to calling the decorators, they were all booked up, and I couldn’t find anyone else.”


“So you thought it was a good idea to have our intern do it? He doesn’t even celebrate Christmas. He’s Jewish!”


Haley opened her mouth to say something—but had nothing.


Larry pointed across the hall. “And have you seen Tom’s office? He found time to decorate. He loves Christmas.”


Haley reluctantly followed Larry’s stare. She knew what Tom’s office looked like. It was impossible to miss. He was the self-proclaimed Christmas king and had more decorations than a Hallmark Christmas movie. She forced a smile. “Larry, just because Tom can decorate doesn’t mean he’s the best person for the pitch.”


Larry wasn’t smiling, and when he looked her straight in the eye, she squirmed inside. She knew that look. That was Larry’s “I’ve made up my mind so don’t mess with me” look. She had to do something. She assumed the position—the power pose. Only this time her chest wasn’t puffed out quite so much and her head wasn’t held quite so high. She fought to keep calm. She couldn’t lose this promotion. She wasn’t the kind of person to lose anything.


When Larry spoke, he didn’t pull any punches. “I’m putting Tom on the Tyler Toys account because he embraces the Christmas spirit, just like Tyler Toys does. He’s our best chance at winning the account.” He gave her a curt nod, discussion over, and started to walk back to his office.


But Haley wasn’t giving up. Her adrenaline kicked in, and she cut in front of him, talking a mile a minute.


“I can embrace Christmas! I can decorate my office! I can put up the tree!”


“Haley, I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I just don’t believe you’re the right person for this pitch. You run off to the Caribbean every year at Christmas and completely ignore the holiday when you’re there.”


Haley stood her ground. “You know that’s because I make it a work trip and always see our Caribbean client when I’m there. I take my parents. It’s our winter vacation. I work, they get to relax, it’s a win-win.”


“But that’s the point, you’re working, you’re not celebrating Christmas.” Larry continued walking.


Haley cut him off again. Her desperation was starting to show, and it wasn’t pretty. “Larry, look, please, you know how hard I’ve worked for you, for this agency. You said this was my year to finally make partner—”


Larry interrupted her. “But part of being partner means knowing what’s best for our company—”


“I know, and that’s why I’m telling you I’m the best person to pitch this account. I know I can do this. You have to give me a chance. Just tell me what I need to do to convince you, and I’ll do it.”


Larry took a deep breath. Haley held hers.


He glanced at Tom’s office, then at the intern who was still struggling with the pathetic tree, then back at Haley. He looked like he was about to regret what he was going to do next, but he did it anyway.


“My office, in ten minutes. Be there.” Larry turned and walked away.










Chapter 2



This time when Larry walked away, Haley didn’t follow him. She was too busy doing a victory dance. She looked like a football player who had just made a touchdown and was dancing around with her arms up in the air. Kathy, the agency’s top graphic designer and Haley’s bohemian, fabulous best friend, came around the corner and laughed when she saw Haley dancing.


“So, what’s going on here?” she asked, and began dancing herself. Only Kathy’s moves were more hip-hop than showboating football player.


“We’re celebrating.” Haley grabbed Kathy’s hand, pulled her into her office, and shut the door behind them. “I think I’ve convinced Larry to give me the Tyler Toys account.”


Kathy looked surprised. “You? Miss I Don’t Do Christmas?”


Haley was not amused. “Now you sound like Larry. I’m not a Grinch. I like Christmas. I just don’t have time for all the—”


“What? The Christmas celebrations, the customs, the decorations, all the things that Tyler Toys embraces.”


Haley looked around her office. “Okay, just because I don’t decorate or have a Christmas tree doesn’t mean I can’t do Christmas. I can research.”


Kathy still didn’t look convinced. “You can’t research Christmas spirit, it’s something you have to feel. You know that, right?”


Haley snapped, grabbed one of the Christmas dolls, and waved it at Kathy. “I can do this!” The poor doll’s head bobbled back and forth. “Larry hasn’t given this account to Tom yet. I have the dolls. They’re right here. They’re mine!”


Kathy gingerly took the doll from her. “Okay, friend to friend, you know I love you, but you sound like you’re twelve.”


Haley glared at her.


Kathy shrugged. “I’m just saying . . .”


Haley let out a frustrated sigh. She knew Kathy was right. She was spiraling out of control. “I’m sorry. I just can’t lose this account. If Tom gets this, Larry will make him partner, and who knows when I’ll ever get a chance like this again. I need this now. I told my parents I was making partner and that I’d help them with the house.”


“They’re still trying to restore that old Victorian?” Kathy asked.


Haley picked up her phone and scrolled through her pictures until she found the one she wanted to show Kathy. It was one showing a roof with a big hole in it.


“Whoa!” Kathy looked alarmed.


“Right? I’m telling you this place is a money pit. I’ve already invested all of my savings, but it’s the house that just keeps taking, and taking, and taking. I told my parents it would be cheaper if they’d just let me help them buy a new condo, but they love this place. It’s way too big for them. It’s eight bedrooms and four bathrooms. It was my great-great-grandmother’s, and it’s been in our family for generations. My parents’ dream is to make it a bed-and-breakfast, but that dream has a hefty price tag. The latest estimate to fix everything up is three hundred and fifty thousand dollars, and who knows what else they will need to get repaired. I was planning to give the extra money I’d make with my promotion to them to help get them started.”


“I’m sure that means a lot to them.”


Haley scrolled through more pictures. “It does. They want this to be our family project. Not that I have the time, but at least I can help them with the money. At least that was my plan.” She held up another photo for Kathy to see. It was of Haley with her parents standing in front of a beautiful grand Victorian. They were all smiling.


Kathy nodded. “Nice.”


“And don’t think you’re getting out of helping. I already told my mom how great you are with design.”


“Uh, graphic design not home design,” Kathy scoffed.


Haley put her arm around Kathy. “Uh, ‘tomayto, tomahto. We’ll find some way to put you to work. By the way, how are you with plumbing?”


“Plumbing?”


“Yeah, a pipe burst. They haven’t had any hot water, so my parents have been staying at my place.”


“Well, at least someone is,” Kathy said. “You’re never home. I don’t even know why you keep your condo, you practically live here. All you do is work. When was the last time you even went on a date?”


Haley gave her a pointed look.


Kathy laughed. “Okay, I told you I was sorry about that guy.”


The last blind date Kathy had set her up with had been a disaster. The guy had said he was taking her out for a nice dinner, but they had ended up at a juice bar where he’d told her she could order any drink she wanted as long as it was a medium, because his last girlfriend always said a large was too much. He’d spent the rest of the date talking about his ex. It was reason number 427 why Haley didn’t want to waste time dating right now. She had more important things to do, like convincing Larry to give her a shot at Tyler Toys. She headed for the door.


“I’m going to go talk to Larry and get this account. Wish me luck.”


“Luck,” Kathy said as Haley hurried out the door.


As Haley headed down the hall to Larry’s office, she saw Tom go into the break room. She figured it was the perfect chance to do a little recon on Tom’s Christmas decorations and see what Larry was so impressed by.


She frowned as she got closer to Tom’s office. She hated admitting it, but Tom had done a really great job. The outside of his office was covered in twinkling white Christmas lights and all the glass windows had magnificent wreaths hanging from them. The biggest wreath was on the office door. Haley leaned closer and sniffed it. Yup. The wreaths were real. Tom’s office even smelled like Christmas!


When she peeked in, the first thing she noticed was a giant Christmas tree in the corner. It had to be at least seven feet tall! It was decorated with multicolored lights and traditional red and white ornaments that went perfectly with all the candy canes.


Haley was in awe. “He even has candy canes.”


“Want one?”


Haley whipped around to find Tom standing behind her. He grinned and held up a candy cane. “I was just putting some in the break room, but you can have this one.”


Of course, you were putting candy canes in the break room, Haley thought. That’s because you’re a Santa wannabe pretending to be an ad executive.


Tom waved the candy cane in front of her. He was waiting for her answer.


Haley shook her head. “No, it’s okay, thanks. I’m trying to cut down on sweets.”


“At Christmas?” Tom laughed. “How’s that going for you?”


“Not so well.” Haley fought to keep smiling. “But if I’m going to eat sugar, it’s gotta be chocolate. I have to make it worth it.”


Tom entered his office. “I have chocolates in here, some chocolate Santas and chocolate Christmas truffles.” He held up a candy dish in the shape of a snowman.


Haley shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m good.” As she continued walking, Tom called out after her.


“They’re here if you change your mind!”


Haley just kept walking and muttered under her breath, “Chocolate Santas, seriously? What next?” She didn’t have to wait long for an answer when she heard Christmas music coming out of Tom’s office. The song was “We Wish You a Merry Christmas.” She sighed, knowing the song would now be stuck in her head all day.


Not able to help herself, she hummed the song as she entered Larry’s office. He was on the phone, so he motioned for her to sit down. While she waited for him, she glanced around and noticed that he, too, had his own Christmas tree. It was much smaller than Tom’s, but it was still really pretty with silver ornaments and a sparkling star on top. He also had a wreath. She smelled it before she saw it. She must have missed the “everyone get a wreath” memo. She looked over at Larry’s bookcase. It was twice as big as hers and made out of beautiful, rich mahogany. She estimated that he had at least three dozen Addies.


Her eyes were also drawn to his family pictures. He was the proud father of two Ivy League college students and never missed a chance to show off his daughters, Shannon and Sydney. Haley knew he’d met his wife, Ellen, in grad school when she was a free-spirited art major. He always said she was the yin to his yang.


As soon as Larry hung up the phone, Haley stood up. She was ready for round two.


Her eyes flashed with determination. It was showtime. “Larry, thank you for giving me the chance to pitch you my ideas for Tyler Toys.” But before she could say more, Larry stood up.


“I don’t need to hear your pitch,” he said.


Haley looked stunned, then excited. “Really? So, you’re giving me the account?”


“No.”


Haley’s smiled faded. “I don’t understand.”


Larry handed her a brochure he took from his desk. “You said you’d do anything to get a shot at pitching this account.”


“Right . . .” Haley looked confused. “Whatever you need me to do.”


“I need you to do this.” He handed her a glossy brochure.


Haley glanced at it. It was for a pretty little place called Holly Peak Inn that was tucked away in the mountains. “I don’t understand. You need me to go on vacation?”


Larry shook his head and smiled slowly. “No, I need you to go to Christmas Camp.”


“What?” Haley sputtered, looking at the brochure again.


“For a holiday attitude adjustment.”


Haley laughed out loud but stopped when she saw that he was dead serious. Her eyes grew wide. “Wait, what? You want me to go to a . . . Christmas bootcamp?!” Haley couldn’t believe what she was hearing. This had to be a joke, right? So why wasn’t Larry laughing? He couldn’t be serious, could he? How did such a thing even exist? Her mind was whirling. She could barely focus on what he was saying.


“It’s called a Christmas Camp,” Larry said. “Remember three years ago when I took that vacation before Christmas?”


“Of course, it was the first time you’d taken a break around Christmas.”


Larry laughed. “And that was exactly my wife’s point. She was complaining that we never spent Christmas together as a family anymore. So, she signed us all up for this Christmas Camp. The girls had to cancel their ski trips. They weren’t any happier about it than I was, but we all did it. We didn’t have much choice. You know my wife.”


Haley nodded and laughed. Ellen was relaxed and laid-back, but when she put her mind to something, watch out.


Larry went over, picked up one of his family pictures, and showed it to Haley.


Haley studied it. It was of Larry and his family posing with a snowman in front of a pretty inn. She looked closer and recognized the inn from the brochure. “This was Christmas Camp?” she asked.


“It was.” Larry smiled as he remembered. “And it’s one of our favorite pictures together as a family. That week we all spent at the inn changed us, in a good way. I’ll always be thankful for that.”


Haley looked confused. “Why? What made it so special?”


“That’s something you need to find out for yourself.” Larry gave her a reassuring smile. “But I will tell you this—I think it will help you if you really want to pitch the Tyler Toys account.”


Haley’s spirits lifted. “Wait, so does that mean if I go to this Christmas bootcamp thing, I get to pitch Tyler Toys?”


“Christmas Camp.” Larry corrected her again.


“Right, sorry. Christmas Camp. But if I go, I get to pitch?”


Larry held up his hand to slow her down. “What I’m saying is if you go, I’ll let both you and Tom pitch me your best ideas, and then I’ll decide who can have the account. I’m trying to help you here, but I can’t make any promises.”


Haley’s smile faded a little. But at least she was still in the game. She took a deep breath. She could totally do this. How bad could a little Christmas Camp be?


Larry went over to a box and pulled out one of those ridiculous Christmas sweaters people thought were so hilarious to wear. To be clear, Haley had never been one of those people. Larry tossed the sweater to her.


“And you’ll need to take this with you.”


Haley caught the sweater, then wished she hadn’t. Her eyes hurt just looking at it. If there was an ugly sweater contest, this one would surely win first prize. It was holiday hideous. It was bright red and green and looked like a glitter gun had exploded on it. On the front, there was a giant Santa face. His rosy-red cheeks were furry, just like the white snowballs that were dangling from the sleeves of the sweater and lined up along the hem. It was a Christmas mash-up of the silliest kind.


As Larry sat back down at his desk, he fired off one more snowball. “And don’t forget to bring back the certificate.”


“Certificate?” Haley’s voice cracked. She was starting to feel like she was trapped in a Christmas snow globe that someone wouldn’t stop shaking.


“Yes, the one the Christmas Camp gives you to prove you did all the holiday activities. I want you to have the full Christmas experience. You better get going. It starts tomorrow.”


Larry picked up his phone. Haley realized this was her cue to leave. She fought to keep smiling and tried to look excited.


“So, this is for a full week? There’s no mini-weekend version I could do?”


Larry crossed his arms and sat back down in his chair. “If you don’t think you can handle a week, I’ll just give the account to Tom now . . .”


Haley’s eyes flew to him. “No. A week is fine! A week is great. I can just work on the Tyler Toys campaign while I’m there. Like you said, I’m sure it will be the perfect place to find some Christmas inspiration.”


“Great.” Larry looked genuinely pleased. “Then I’ll have both you and Tom pitch me your best ideas a week from tomorrow.”


Haley smiled back at him. “I’ll be ready.”


Larry had already picked up his phone again.


“And, Larry . . .”


“Yes?”


Haley was no longer doing her power pose. She wasn’t trying to be a superhero. She was just being herself, someone who was truly grateful to get a chance at making her dream of partner come true. “I just wanted to say thank you for giving me this shot. I know I’m not the obvious choice for this account, but I promise I won’t let you down.”


Larry smiled back at her. “I know you won’t, Haley. You never do. Good luck.”


As she walked out of the office, Haley let out a huge sigh of relief. She was still in the game.


But then she heard it.


It was coming from Tom’s office.


Christmas music.


And this time the melody that Haley wouldn’t be able to get out of her head was “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas” . . .










Chapter 3



The sun was setting as Jeff Jacoby walked along the Boston waterfront, taking in all the breathtaking Christmas decorations. It was his favorite time of day. Magic hour. It was the last hour of sunlight, when the light was softer and more diffused, giving everything a golden glow. It was also the time when all the twinkling Christmas lights would turn on, transforming Christopher Columbus Waterfront Park into a magical winter wonderland.


As Jeff admired a group of the boats in the harbor that were also decked out in Christmas lights, he thought about how much his dad would appreciate all the decorations. No one loved Christmas more than his mom and dad. But now that his mom was gone—after losing a brave battle with cancer two years ago—Jeff couldn’t wait to have his dad move into the city so they could spend more time together.


Jeff stopped and looked up with pride at Crane Wharf. It was a four-story gray granite building that was built back in the early 1800s. He was the architect responsible for coming up with a plan to save the wharf after it had been earmarked for demolition. Through a painstaking process, preserving the wharf’s original brick walls and yellow pine beams, the landmark had been turned into luxury condos with a few longtime Boston businesses remaining on the ground floor.


Jeff looked up at the top corner unit. It was the condo he’d had his eye on for his dad. He thought it was perfect for him. It had a fantastic view of the harbor and was only a short walk from his own condo, a renovated three-story walk-up in the North End. He really believed his dad would love it in Boston—once he got used to the idea of moving. And that was the big challenge, trying to convince his dad to move.


Jeff knew it wasn’t going to be easy, because his dad loved his home and business at Holly Peak Inn, tucked away in the mountains a few hours from Boston.


But like it or not, even though his dad didn’t like to talk about it, the reality was that the inn was losing more money every year, and his dad couldn’t afford to keep it. Now that his mom was gone, Jeff also didn’t like the idea of having his dad up there all alone. He had spent the last year looking for the right person to buy the inn, but it had proved more challenging than he had planned for. The only interest had come from developers who just wanted to tear the place down, and he knew his dad would never go for that. Finally, a few months ago, he had found someone, a banker who was looking for a vacation home for his family, so it was perfect. Now all he needed to do was get his dad on board. But time was running out. The buyer needed an answer by the end of the year, and so far, his dad had done a great job of avoiding the topic. Whenever Jeff called, the only thing his dad wanted to talk about was his Christmas Camps.


Jeff knew the Christmas Camps were his dad’s pride and joy. They were special weeks at the inn, between October and Christmas, that his dad and mom had created to help people find and embrace their Christmas spirit. His parents had always believed in the power of people disconnecting from their hectic lives so they could reconnect with what mattered most, things like friends, family, community, and love. During the Christmas Camp week, guests participated in all kinds of traditional holiday activities. A lot of the activities Jeff had grown up doing himself, like the mountain hike to find the perfect Christmas tree and volunteering at the local community center to put special Christmas meals together for families that needed a little extra help during the holidays.


Jeff knew putting on the Christmas Camps was a lot of work—especially now that his mom was gone, so he’d agreed to go up and help his dad. He also hoped that it would give them a chance to talk about the future, and he could convince his dad that selling the inn was the right decision.


Jeff figured his dad knew exactly what he was up to. It was hard to get anything past him. He was as smart as he was genuine and kind. But no matter what happened over this next week, Jeff would at least be able to spend some quality time with his dad. It had been a while, too long. The wharf project had consumed so much of his time, but now that it was almost finished, he could take a quick break before starting on his next project in the New Year.


Jeff took a couple pictures of the wharf with his phone to show his dad, who always liked seeing the projects he was working on. As he continued walking, he headed to his favorite street in the North End, Hanover Street. The quaint little street was one of the oldest in Boston, and home to some of the best Italian restaurants in the city. Jeff planned to drive up to his dad’s first thing in the morning, but first he needed his secret weapon.


He smiled as he walked into a bakery that was decorated for Christmas. In the corner was his favorite Christmas tree, which had cookies for ornaments. Customers were encouraged to take one. The robust man behind the counter saw him and waved.


“Jeff, come on over! I have your order all ready for you!” the man said with his thick, booming Italian accent. He held up a big pastry box. “A dozen cannolis. The best we have!”


“Thanks, Mike!” Jeff inhaled deeply as he headed for the counter. He savored the smell of fresh bread just out of the oven. He always loved coming into this bakery. Mike and his Italian family owned it, and while it was famous for its cannolis, it was also popular for all kinds of other homemade Italian treats, like biscotti and tiramisu. But today Jeff was all about the cannolis because they were his dad’s favorite.


Mike proudly opened the pastry box he was holding so Jeff could see inside. “I put a couple of extra ones in here for you to try,” he said. “Everyone loves the pistachio at Christmas!”


“I don’t know if anything can beat your amaretto ones.” Jeff grinned as he took out a cannoli that had drizzled dark chocolate on top and was covered with powdered sugar. He admired it for only a second. He couldn’t help himself. He had to take a bite. From the first taste, he felt transported to a foodie heaven.


He shook his head in wonder. “I don’t know how you do it, but these are so amazing! I don’t know if they’re going to make it to my dad’s!”


Mike laughed, then grabbed two more cannolis and put them into the box. “For the road. They’re on me. Merry Christmas.”


Jeff was touched. “Thank you. I know he’s going to love these.”


Mike nodded and looked pleased with the compliment. “Tell your dad he needs to come back. It’s been too long!”


“I agree, and I’ll tell him. Say hello to your family for me. Merry Christmas!”


“Don’t forget a cookie!” Mike pointed at the tree.


Jeff grinned as he took a frosted snowman cookie off the tree and took a bite. The Christmas cookie tree ornaments never got old. They always made him feel like a kid. “Thanks, Mike!”


As Jeff stepped outside he thought about how great it would be when he and his dad could come here together all the time. There was so much he wanted to do with him once he moved to the city. But first things first. First, he had to help his dad with this last Christmas Camp.


THE NEXT MORNING, as Jeff pulled up to Holly Peak Inn, he looked around in awe. He couldn’t believe all the decorations his dad had put up outside. It seemed like every year they multiplied. But Jeff knew it really wasn’t the actual number of decorations that made everything so special; it was all the memories that came with them.


He looked over at the life-size wire-framed deer sculptures covered in tiny white lights. He had been five years old when his mom brought the deer home, and when he first saw them, he had gotten so upset. He thought they were Santa’s reindeer, and when he couldn’t find his favorite, Rudolph, because none of them had a red nose, he had worried Rudolph was lost! That night, his mom had made a red nose, put it on one of the deer, and had brought him outside to see it. He still remembered being so relieved that he had run over and hugged Rudolph. Now, all these years later, he still felt that same joy and wonder when he spotted the deer with the red nose.


“Son! You’re here!”


Jeff turned around to see his dad, Ben, hurrying toward him. He looked like he had won the lottery. Jeff met him halfway, and they embraced in a big bear hug.


“Dad, it’s so good to see you!”


“I wasn’t expecting you for a few hours.” Ben beamed back at him.


“I left early so I could avoid the traffic.” Jeff put his arm around his dad. “The place looks great!”


Ben looked around proudly. “Wait until you see it at night. That’s when everything really comes to life. It’s magical.”


“I bet. Did you buy more lights? I don’t remember all of those trees having lights before.”


“They’re LED, the best kind.” Ben grinned back at him.


Jeff laughed and shook his head. His dad never could resist buying more Christmas lights. It was one of his favorite traditions, going with the whole “the more the merrier” mentality.


Ben adjusted a strand of lights on a tree. “Son, I’m really glad you’re here. We have a great group of guests for this Christmas Camp. I have a feeling this one is really going to be special, and now that you’re here, it’s perfect.” When his dad looked at him with so much love, Jeff felt a wave of emotion wash over him. He was so thankful to still have his dad in his life. His dad meant everything to him.


Ever since his mom had passed away, Jeff had felt this overwhelming need to protect his dad. He knew Ben had been devastated when his mom was diagnosed with terminal cancer, but he had never let her see that. For her, his dad had always stayed positive and strong, always making the most of the time they had left together. But one night, when his dad thought everyone else was asleep, Jeff had come downstairs to find him standing in front of the fireplace looking at all the family pictures and crying silent tears. Seeing this had broken Jeff’s heart, but he had honored his dad’s privacy and given him that time to grieve alone.


At that moment Jeff made a promise to himself that he would be strong for his dad and make him his number one priority. He broke up with the girl he was dating so he could spend any spare time he had with his dad. These last few months when things started getting really hectic at work, he’d have his dad come to Boston and stay with him.


His entire life began to revolve around his work and his dad. He told all his friends that he broke up with his girlfriend and wasn’t dating right now because he didn’t have the time, but the truth was, he couldn’t even imagine loving someone as much as his dad had loved his mom and then losing them. He didn’t ever want to feel that kind of pain. He was happy with his life just the way it was. He had a successful career and a dad he was hoping to spend more time with. His life was good. But as much as he was looking forward to spending the next week at the inn, being back at Christmas, with all the memories, was hard.


This was his mother’s favorite time of year, and everywhere he looked, he was reminded of her. He missed her every single day, but especially at Christmas. She was the one who had always loved Christmas and had taught him and his dad how special it could be. She had such a big heart and had always found ways to help people. The most important thing in her life was her family, and she made sure to let everyone in her life know how much she loved them.


Sometimes Jeff missed her so much it was hard to breathe, and this was one of those times. He didn’t want his dad to see him struggling, so he concentrated on getting the pastry box out of the truck.


When his dad saw the box, his face lit up. It lightened the moment and made Jeff smile, too.


“Is that what I think it is?” Ben asked, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.


For an answer, Jeff laughed and flipped open the box. Ben’s excitement was contagious. “Mike says Merry Christmas!”


Ben peered into the box. “Best Christmas present ever!”


“And I got your favorite. The amaretto.”


But Ben was eyeing the pistachio. “What are these green ones?”


“Oh, Mike threw a couple of those in. They’re pistachio, and he says they’re very popular at Christmas. I haven’t tried one yet . . .”


Ben was already picking one up and taking a bite. His eyes lit up. “Yum! Pistachio, huh? These are good!” He gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up as he took another bite.


Jeff laughed. He loved how his dad was always game to try something new. He would just jump right in, heart first. Jeff, on the other hand, was the cautious one. They made a great team.


The cannoli taste testing was interrupted when Ben’s beloved golden retriever, Max, trotted over and barked. It was clear Max felt he should also be one of the taste testers.


Jeff was as happy to see Max as Max was to see the cannolis. When he leaned down to pet him, Max put his nose into the pastry box and almost got a mouthful.


Ben laughed. “You have to watch old Max. He’s quick.”


“Apparently!” Jeff moved the box out of Max’s reach just in time.


Max wagged his tail and barked. Jeff laughed.


“Okay, I think that’s our cue that it’s time to get inside.” Ben smiled down at Max. “I want to go over this next week with you and make sure everything’s ready. Our Christmas Camp guests should start arriving any minute now. Wait until you see what I have planned for this week!”


Jeff put his arm around his dad as they walked up to the inn. It was impossible not to get caught up in his enthusiasm. When they reached the front door, Jeff smiled at the life-size elf statue that grinned back at him. He remembered how his mom had found it at a garage sale, all faded and chipped, and how they had worked together to repaint it. He patted it on its pointy little head. “How are you doing, little guy?”


Ben chuckled.


As soon as they walked into the sitting room, a woman who looked like everyone’s favorite grandmother was waiting for them. She was holding a tray full of Santa mugs. A swirl of whipped cream with chocolate shavings peeked out from the rim of each mug, and there was a candy cane for a stir stick.


Jeff’s face lit up when he saw her. “Laura!” He went over, took the tray from her, then set it down so he could give her a proper hug. “You look wonderful!”


“And look at you, handsome as ever.” She hugged him back. “It’s been too long.”


“I know. It’s been great having Dad come into the city, but that means I’ve missed seeing you, and I’ve also really missed your home-cooked meals. I’m always telling my dad how lucky he is to have you here as a chef. How is Geoff? Your family?”


“Everyone’s great. They’d all love to see you. Can you believe Geoff and I will be celebrating our fortieth wedding anniversary?”


“Congratulations! Forty years, that’s amazing,” Jeff said.


Ben nodded. “What’s amazing is how fast the time goes by.” He walked over and handed each of them a Santa mug. “Laura made our traditional Christmas Camp hot chocolate, so we can do our traditional toast.”


They all held up their mugs.


Jeff and Laura waited for Ben to make the toast.


“To our family, friends, and community . . .” Ben turned to Jeff to continue the toast.


Jeff looked honored.


To the people we’ve lost but will never forget . . .” Jeff looked back at his dad to finish.


“To love everlasting. Merry Christmas,” Ben said with a huge grin. “To Christmas Camp!”










Chapter 4



As Haley drove down a pretty, winding, two-lane mountain road, she smiled as she looked around at the picturesque winter landscape. She loved these cool, crisp, winter days when the sun came out and made the snow clinging to the treetops sparkle. She was thankful that most of the snow was on the trees and not on the ground, but when she saw the road curve ahead, she knew she’d better slow down and play it safe.


The problem was taking things slow and playing it safe wasn’t Haley’s thing. On a scale of one to ten, she usually had only two speeds, one or ten. One, when she was sleeping, and ten, the rest of the time, when she was barreling through life full speed ahead. But there would be no barreling ahead this time, Haley quickly learned when her tires hit a slick spot and her car started sliding.


“Oh no!” Haley’s heart raced. Her instincts kicked in. She took her foot off the gas and slightly turned into the slide just like her father had taught her when she was sixteen.


It worked. Within seconds, the car had straightened out, and she was fine. She let out a long sigh of relief as she unclenched her fingers from the steering wheel. Her heart felt like it was about to jump out of her chest, but she continued driving. It would take a lot more than a patch of ice to stop Haley in her tracks when she was going after her dream.


Still, she needed to arrive in one piece, so she slowed down. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d driven when there was snow and ice like this on the road. She didn’t drive much these days. She hadn’t owned a car since college. Living in Boston, where public transportation was so great, she didn’t need one. Plus, her company had a car service she could use for free for anything that was business related, and for Haley that pretty much covered everything.


But for this trip she’d opted to rent a car so she’d have the ability to leave the inn as soon as she was done with all the Christmas Camp activities and not have to wait and call a car service to come pick her up during the busy holiday season.


But now she was starting to wonder if renting a car was such a great idea after all. She wasn’t going to lie. She enjoyed being chauffeured around and not having to worry about driving in bad weather or struggling to find a parking place or paying for car insurance. She also was one of those multitaskers who could get a lot done when someone else was driving, and she was all about being efficient with her time. And right now she was running late. She frowned when she glanced over at her cell phone on the passenger seat and saw it was already four thirty. She wanted to get to the inn before it got dark. Check-in at the inn was at noon, and the first Christmas Camp activity started at six. When she tried to speed up a little, she felt one of her wheels spin, so she had to slow back down. Needing something to take her mind off what was feeling like an epically slow journey, she turned on the radio. The first song that came up was the song Tom was always playing in his office, “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas” . . .


“Are you kidding me?” Haley quickly changed the station, but when only a few had good reception and all were playing Christmas music, she ultimately settled on the song “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” . . .


A HALF HOUR later, when she finally saw the sign for the Holly Peak Inn turnoff, she was more than a little relieved. Her eyes widened when she saw how elaborately the sign was decorated. It was emerald green with big bold crimson letters that were covered in gold glitter, and the entire sign was impressively outlined with holly and fir tree branches. Attached underneath was a smaller sign that said WELCOME TO CHRISTMAS CAMP.


Haley shook her head. “Oh boy, here we go . . .”


Her eyes only grew larger as she continued driving and got her first look at the Holly Peak Inn. It was quaint and charming and tucked away in the woods, surrounded by majestic pine and fir trees. It had more Christmas decorations than Haley had ever seen. The entire inn was outlined with twinkling white Christmas lights and all the surrounding trees were glowing with lights in red, green, silver, and gold. There were beautiful wreaths made with real tree branches, holly, and pinecones on all of the inn’s windows, with the largest one being on the front door. It was magical.


But what really had Haley doing a double take were all the life-size reindeer decorations that were lit up with white lights and strategically placed around the inn, making them look like they had just stepped out of the forest. Her first thought was that it looked like they were just hanging out until Santa needed them for their next sleigh ride. When she spotted the reindeer with the red nose she couldn’t help but smile. “Rudolph, of course,” she said as she raced her car up to the front of the inn and came to an abrupt stop. “What have I gotten myself into?”
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