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      I saw the object flying right before it hit me square in the face.

      “Watch out!” a masculine voice yelled from the other side of the street.

      His warning was too late. Struck between the eyes by the small, but hard object, I dropped the box of Christmas decorations I’d been clutching and fell flat on my back, the wind leaving me in one quick swoop.

      My lungs searched for air as I lay sprawled on the sidewalk, my eyelids heavy and thick. A headache formed instantly between my eyes and I blinked slowly as a sparkly silver object came into focus on the cement beside me. My tinsel garland, of course. I blinked away the fog threatening to descend on me, the trash can next to me and tree branches above it slowly coming into focus. My nose throbbed and tears sprang to my eyes, blurring my vision and the man that was now leaning over me.

      “I am so sorry!” he said, picking up the errant Christmas decorations and shoving them back in the box. “I didn’t think that through.”

      I sat up slowly, pushing away the strong hands that gripped my shoulders. “I’m fine,” I lied. I was fairly positive my nose was broken and this idiot was to blame. My hands came up to gingerly cup my nose and I winced involuntarily, eliciting a frown from the man squatting beside me. Warm, gooey blood seeped from my nostrils and covered my fingers.

      The stranger pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and shoved it at me. I balled it up and pressed it to my nose. I couldn’t help but notice his expensive watch. What kind of man carried around a handkerchief? A rich one did.

      “Please, let me drive you to the hospital.” He glanced around, obviously unfamiliar with the area. “We should get someone to look at your nose.”

      We did not get strangers often in our small town of Holly Springs. When we did, they were either adventurers stopping for gas, or lost tourists in need of directions to one of the larger ski resorts they were heading to.

      “That’s really not necessary,” I said, coming to a stand. I felt fine. Aside from the probably broken nose and fuzzy feeling in my brain, naturally. And the blood. I glanced down at my shirt and groaned. It was never going to come out. Somehow it had even managed to drip on the short apron tied around my waist.

      He reached forward as though he meant to steady me and I pushed away his hands. Why was he constantly touching me? Uncomfortable, I stepped away. “But thanks anyway.”

      He scoffed. “I can’t just leave you like this. At least come in and sit down a minute.” He gestured toward The Bell behind us. “This place looks quiet.”

      I clenched my jaw. He didn’t know; he couldn’t. I leaned down and picked up my box with one arm, keeping the other pressed to my nose. My voice came out nasally. “Yeah, it’s quiet.”

      He stepped forward, his longs legs crossing the distance in one stride, and held the door for me. I set the box on the floor and took a seat at a booth along the back wall. The blood seemed to have slowed. I grabbed a napkin from the table and pressed it to my nose, shoving the sodden handkerchief into my apron pocket.

      He slid in opposite of me, his dark eyebrows pulled together in concern. Combine his angular jawline and piercing blue eyes, and I had a veritable romance novel cover model on my hands. Perhaps that was what he was doing around here—an on-location photo shoot.

      Honestly, a man this conventionally handsome could not be anything but a model. His shoulders were too broad and eyes too blue for much of anything to be going on in that perfectly styled head of his.

      “What was it that hit me?” I asked, a headache forming above my eyes.

      He grimaced. “A bottle of hot sauce. I was aiming for the trash can.”

      “From across the street?”

      He had the grace to look chastised. He glanced away, giving me a view of his profile—he even looked perfect from the side. If he was not a cover model for romance novels yet, then he really should be. He could make a killing in that field.

      “Wow,” he said under his breath. “The service here is something else, isn’t it?”

      “I’m sure they’ve got a good reason for taking their time.” I glanced around the small diner, trying to see it from an outsider’s perspective. It was quiet, yes. But it was also simple, and lovely, and rich in history. But then again, I was biased.

      “If I yell out to Duke do you think he’ll answer?” He indicated the framed photo on the wall behind the counter. It hung beside the award for Best Diner in Town, with the name Duke Bell typed in the winner’s line. “No wonder this place is empty. No one is working.”

      I stiffened. Reminding myself that this stranger knew nothing and would shortly be gone forever, I pasted a smile on my face. “Are you hungry?”

      “Actually, yes. I went into that market down the street but all I got was an energetic sales pitch on the guy’s homemade hot sauce. I bought a bottle just to get him off my back.” He laughed. “Then I escaped.”

      “Fred.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I kept the annoyance from my face. Or, I tried to. “That guy’s name is Fred and he runs the market. The market where he sells his homemade hot sauce.”

      Hot sauce which this guy used to break my nose.

      I stood, my irritation nearing a breaking point. The bell rang over the door. I glanced at the entrance and caught Britney’s eye before turning back to the stranger and pulling a notepad from my apron pocket. “What can I get you?”

      His eyes bulged as he took in my apron for seemingly the first time. “You work here?”

      “You could say that.”

      He was either dumbfounded or working really hard to recall every point of our conversation where he’d talked about my diner. I shoved the napkin in my pocket, the blood seemed to have stopped for now, and tapped my pen on the pad while I waited. Britney took a seat at the bar behind me and my false smile stretched further the longer I waited.

      He cleared his throat and turned to face me, his arm lying lazily across the back of the bench. “Do you have a decent soup selection?”

      “I’m not sure what qualifies as decent, but I’ve got a French Onion today and a corn chowder.”

      “I’ll take a French dip sandwich then.”

      “Soup?”

      “French Onion.”

      “Drink?” I asked.

      “Coke.”

      I pivoted away, sliding behind the counter and giving Britney exasperated eyes. I caught my messy reflection in the picture frame on the wall and dipped a fresh napkin in a cup of water before wiping the dried blood from my face.

      Britney looked over her shoulder and turned back to me, her sleek blonde eyebrows raised in question. I tried to silently convey that I would not be discussing the stranger while he was sitting in my diner. I filled a glass with Diet Coke and placed it in front of her with a straw before starting the sandwich on the stove against the wall.

      Whether from sheer stubbornness or an effort to assuage my pride, I delivered the best French dip sandwich and soup I had ever made with a fresh Coke and a side of hot fries.

      “I didn’t order the fries,” he said when I placed the plate in front of him on the table.

      “On the house.”

      “Oh, but I don’t…”

      I looked at him expectantly. He didn’t what? Want them? I tried to smile, growing less patient as the headache grew more pronounced. The ring of the bell above the door saved him from answering and I left him to eat in peace as I seated Mrs. Hansen and began brewing her regular mug of tea.

      I delivered the mug with a side of plain rye toast—there really was no accounting for taste sometimes.

      “Madison, you’ve a little something right there,” Mrs. Hansen said, pointing to the bridge of her own wrinkled nose.

      Instinctively I reached up to touch the bridge of mine and regretted it instantly. “It’s probably a bruise,” I explained. “Let me know if I can get you anything else.”

      Safe behind the counter again, I slumped forward, resting on my elbows.

      Britney peered at me over the rim of her cup, her head tilting to the side, her eyes squinting.

      “That bad, huh?” I asked, my voice low and nasally.

      “Um,” she said. “No?”

      “I just hope it doesn’t turn into two big black eyes.”

      Britney grinned, loudly sipping the dregs of her Diet Coke. “You could always reschedule your date with Patrick.”

      I groaned. “I can’t, though. I’ve rescheduled three times already and I need his help moving my furniture.”

      “I’m going to tell him you only want him for his body.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I said, laughing. “But I might need to borrow a little concealer.”

      “Girl, you’re going to need more than a little.”

      A throat cleared to the side of the counter and I straightened. The cover model was standing a few feet away, hands in his jacket pockets. That was quick.

      “Can I get you something else?”

      “No, it was great. I left cash on the table.”

      “Wonderful. Thanks for stopping in,” I said, trying very hard not to sound sarcastic. “If you’re ever back in Holly Springs be sure to stop by The Bell.”

      He gave me a look that clearly said he knew I was delivering my spiel with a side of sarcasm.

      He nodded and left.

      “Explain,” Britney said before the door had even closed all the way behind the guy.

      I shrugged. “Nothing to say.”

      Her face was a picture of doubt. “There’s a handsome stranger eating in your diner that you seem to have a strong dislike for and you’re sporting a bruised nose. There’s a story here.”

      “He hit me in the face with a bottle of Fred’s hot sauce.” I raised my hands to stave off her indignation. “It was an accident, but then he had the gall to insult my diner.”

      “Ah, I see,” she said, leaning back on her stool. “And he’s only passing through?”

      “Probably,” I said, removing her empty glass and wiping the counter to remove water rings. Hardly anyone passed through anymore, and when they did, they never stayed long. It was something which would need to change if I was going to save the diner.

      Britney sighed. “I hope you’re wrong.”

      Ignoring her, I moved around the counter to clear Hot Sauce Guy’s table. The full plate of fries sat untouched. Scoffing, I dumped the plate in the clean-up bin with the rest of the dirty dishes.

      “My boyfriend is constantly out of town and I need some eye candy. We could use some fresh men,” she said, spinning around on her stool. “Especially if they look like him. They don’t make them like that in Holly Springs.”
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      Hitting that woman in the face with a bottle of hot sauce had not been my strongest moment. But, in my defense, she appeared out of nowhere. And I hadn’t been the leading quarterback for my high school football team for nothing. Usually, I had excellent aim.

      I hadn’t meant to offend her, either, but it wasn’t my fault she brought out fries. I didn’t ask for them.

      I reached my car at the end of the block and slid into the front seat.

      My phone lit up. Two missed calls. I closed out the notification screen; I would call back when I had something to pass on. Plugging the address into my map app, I pulled onto the road, following the computerized woman’s commands until I reached a yellow house with a wrap-around porch at the end of a quiet street. It wasn’t too far from the center of town, but still far enough away to have some privacy.

      Blowing out a breath of pent up frustration, I leaned back in my leather seat and gazed at the house. My black Audi stood out like a sore thumb in the quaint, relaxed neighborhood. I should pull away before I was spotted, but something about the quaint little yellow house beckoned me. And I hadn’t come all the way to Holly Springs just to work.

      A knock came on the passenger window and I jumped.

      A young kid with a backward baseball cap pressed his face to the window, squishing his dirty nose against it in a pig-like fashion.

      I rolled the window down a bit and he jumped back. “Hey, mister,” he yelled. “What was that for?”

      A smudge remained on the outside of the window. I could have wiped it away if I still had my handkerchief, but it was now in an angry waitress’s pocket covered in her blood. Gross.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      The small blonde boy looked confused.

      I swallowed my annoyance. “You need help finding your house?”

      “No,” he said. “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers.”

      Then go away. I pasted a smile on my face. “Better run along then,” I said tightly.

      He scoffed, and then obeyed. I would never understand children.

      I turned back to look at the yellow house and stilled. A woman stepped from the door, her white hair cut short and curling under. She wore a red sweater and carried a large bag over her shoulder. I slid lower in my seat.

      A banging on the passenger window made me jump. The kid was back.

      “Why are you here?” he asked, loudly.

      “Shhhh.”

      I glanced back at the house but the woman didn’t appear to have noticed us yet.

      “Who are you?” the kid asked.

      I turned back to him. “A stranger. Clearly you shouldn’t be talking to a stranger.”

      “Why are you watching Mrs. Hart?”

      Swallowing, I wracked my brain for a way to get the kid to leave. He was asking too many questions and he was going to attract attention.

      The kid’s grubby fingers gripped the top of my open window, forcing me to cringe. I bet this town didn’t have a detailing service. An idea hit me. “You want money?”

      That seemed to get his attention. I dug in my wallet and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. Well, it would have to do. I had nothing smaller. I shoved it toward the kid and his face lit up.

      “Now you can go home,” I said, holding onto the money.

      “Okay,” he said, tugging. I let it go. “Thanks, mister.”

      I stayed low in my seat while the woman got into her station wagon and pulled out of the driveway. That car had to be almost as old as I was. Was she unable to afford anything better? I held my breath while she drove past me. She hadn’t seemed to notice. But then again, why would she?

      My phone buzzed loudly in the cup holder and I picked it up.

      Mark was calling again.

      I answered. “Hey, man.”

      “Any updates?” Mark asked. Always so direct. He got the candid genes, I guess. I was left with the tact.

      I was tempted to tell him about the kid I bribed to leave me alone. He probably wouldn’t have found it funny, though. “I think we might be chasing a dead end here.”

      “What is your data to back that up?”

      I swallowed a sigh. It was a pointless endeavor.

      I glanced at the idyllic yellow house. The only reason I accepted the job was because of her. Mark had to know that, even if he pretended he didn’t. “I don’t have much data, Mark. I’ve been here for two hours. I haven’t even spoken with the owner yet.”

      “The old Jake would be done with the project in two hours,” he snapped back.

      Well I wasn’t the old Jake anymore, was I? “I’m doing you a favor here,” I reminded him. “And it’s going to take a few weeks, at least. You knew that before you sent me here.”

      “It’s not a favor if I’m paying you. Don’t waste my money.”

      I hung up before I could snap back at him. Older brothers were the absolute worst. I pulled my computer from the back seat and switched it on. No Wi-Fi.

      I glanced about me. The plethora of trees and absence of buildings was going to make my job a little harder. I’d done jobs all over America, of course, and even some across the ocean. But usually I was in a large city. The architecture changed, but not much else.

      I groaned. I forgot to get the hotspot fixed on my phone, and I needed to work.

      How was I going to find public Wi-Fi? Sliding the computer onto the passenger seat, I pulled onto the road. I needed to find somewhere with internet. With my luck, the only public Wi-Fi building was going to be the diner. And there was no way that woman was going to let me sit and use her internet after the fiasco that morning. It would probably be wise to go back and find the owner after the waitress’s shift had ended.

      Unless, maybe, if I bought a plate of fries and pretended to like them.

      I certainly wasn’t getting off on the right foot so far in this tiny, podunk town.
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      It turned out Holly Springs had its own public library. The front desk was empty but a woman and her children were milling around the children’s aisles so it was clearly open. I deposited myself at a table and got to work. Pulling up the files for the diner project, I scanned the contents of the briefing page.

      Shoot. Just as I thought. That Bell waitress was going to hate me even more.

      I brought up the potential businesses form and read through the proposed options. None of them were very good. A flower shop? How would Holly Springs utilize a flower shop more than a diner? These analytics were really off.

      The one that really got me, though, was the cupcake store. If a diner was failing, then a boutique dessert shop wasn’t likely to do much better.

      Opening a fresh document, I began typing my notes. It was a well-kept diner; I could tell that much right away. And the food was good. Nothing to complain about there.

      “Can I help you, young man?”

      I looked up to see an older woman with perfectly styled white hair and purple-rimmed glasses—the same woman I’d seen less than an hour before leaving the yellow house. Her red sweater was buttoned once at the neck and her wrinkled hands clasped the back of the chair opposite me. My mouth went dry.

      “I just needed to borrow the internet,” I said, focusing on the Rudolph pin on her sweater. Anything not to look her directly in the eye.

      Her smile didn’t falter. I imagined she was the sort of woman who baked pies and left them in her kitchen windowsill to cool. People did that all the time in old movies. Not in my house, growing up, of course. There were no window ledges in high-rise lofts.

      “Stay as long as you need to. I’ll be over at the help desk if you need anything.”

      One last twinkling smile and she was gone. She jingled as she walked away, and I noticed her jingle bell earrings. Odd that they hadn’t alerted me to her approach, but then, I had been in the zone.

      I took a deep breath, staring absently at the word document on my laptop. I tried not to be offended that she didn’t recognize me. Why would she? She’d never seen me before in her life.

      A part of me wanted a fairytale reunion where she saw my face and immediately recognized my nose to be a direct copy of my mother’s, knowing right away I was her long lost grandson. Then she’d promptly pull me into her arms and squeeze me tightly, tears falling from her overjoyed face.

      But this was fine too. I wasn’t in a Hallmark movie. This was real life.

      I shut my computer and shoved it back into the case. I needed to find somewhere to sleep tonight or I’d be in my car. My Audi was nice, but it wasn’t that comfortable.
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      Britney had been right. A little concealer did almost nothing to hide the bruise that was steadily forming across the bridge of my nose. The bruise crept down in front of my right eye, the skin there feeling tender and puffy. I sincerely hoped it wouldn’t turn into a black eye. That would just be fantastic.

      I leaned forward in the mirror to better see my discolored skin.

      “Getting closer doesn’t make it any better,” Britney said, coming to stand beside me in her bathroom. “What time will Patrick be here?”

      I glanced at my watch. “Ten minutes.”

      “Okay, move aside and let the professional do her magic.”

      Fifteen minutes later, my face was caked with makeup in a flawless execution by my best friend and Holly Springs’ most accomplished hairdresser and makeup artist. She’d also run a curling iron through my long, dark hair and made beach waves in a way I never could achieve on my own.

      “Just don’t touch it,” Britney said, lightly dusting my cheekbones with a shimmery highlighter.

      “Or show any form of expression,” I added. “Geez, Brit. I feel like you slapped a layer of frosting on my face.”

      “Hey, your black eye is hidden, right?”

      “Hidden and replaced by a dramatic smoky eye. I don’t know which one is worse. It’s supposed to be a chill date and now I’m afraid I’m going to give him the wrong impression.”

      Britney reared back. “Like what? That you’re interested in him? Madison, you’ve got to stop keeping Patrick at arm’s length. You’ve been dating for almost six months now. Either go all in or let him go. It’s not nice, what you’re doing to the poor guy.”

      The doorbell rang and I hopped up, swinging my bag over my shoulder and running down the stairs and away from Britney and her wisdom. She had a point, but I didn’t want to think about that.

      I opened the door and slipped onto the porch. Patrick took a quick step back, his hands slung in his pockets. He did a double take and I wished right then I had refused Britney’s help and shown Patrick all of my bruised glory.

      “You look nice,” he said politely. His eyes, on the other hand, were wide, and his ever-present smile played on his lips. I didn’t know whether he liked what he saw or not.

      “Thanks,” I said, skipping down the steps. He caught up quickly and we walked down the road until we connected with Main Street. A few men drove past with a huge tree in the back of a pickup truck. They were likely going to set it up in front of Town Hall. I glanced away from it. I wasn’t ready for Christmas to descend on Holly Springs.

      Patrick stepped closer. “Do you know what ornament you’re bringing to the tree lighting?” he asked.

      I swallowed, promising myself I would not cry. Words escaped me momentarily and I shrugged.

      “Me neither,” he said. “I wanted to pick something different this year but I’m sure I’ll end up using the same little reindeer I’ve done for the last ten years.”

      “There’s beauty in tradition.”

      He glanced at me. “Yeah, I guess.”

      We crossed the lawn and stepped inside the pub, the only acceptable restaurant in Holly Springs for a date. It was a bar, really, but the burgers were good, and the onion rings were simply divine. Before everything changed last year, I had been working on replicating their onion rings for the diner, but now I didn’t have the time or energy.

      We chose a booth in the back of the bar and ordered dinner. Low Christmas carols played over the speakers and I glanced to the window. It really didn’t feel like the holidays yet with the lack of snow, but I wasn’t complaining.

      I faced Patrick, forcing a smile. It was a slow night at The Pub but things were bound to pick up a little later in the evening. I was hoping we could eat quickly so we’d have ample time for moving furniture afterwards. I couldn’t move from my house to an apartment all on my own.

      Our conversation was easy—such was the nature with people you’d known your whole life. We discussed our workdays and plans for the holiday month. His parents had moved to Arizona to retire in a warmer climate and he was flying out there in a few days to visit them. I was planning on a quiet holiday, myself.

      “I met an interesting guy today,” he said, around a large bite of cheeseburger.

      “Yeah?” I asked, taking a swig of my Coke.

      Nodding, he continued. “I showed him the old Winston house but he wasn’t interested. He wanted an apartment he could rent on a month-to-month basis. I tried to tell him we didn’t have anything like that around here, but he was adamant about not signing a long lease.”

      “You can rent him my house on a month-to-month basis,” I joked, picking up my burger.

      “Really?”

      I stopped, considering. “Well, ideally, I’d rather it sold.”

      Patrick lifted his eyebrows. I knew what he was thinking. Without any showings for the last six months, the house was unlikely to sell right away, especially during the holidays.

      His gaze bore into me like a cat on the hunt, transforming his teddy bear aura into a lion. I could tell he was eager for a percentage and while I didn’t want to admit it, I could use the funds that rent would bring in as well.

      I backtracked a little. “You said he wanted an apartment though. Would he go for a house?”

      Silence hovered over the table. Both of our plates sat ignored as Patrick’s mind worked and I tried to read his expressions. “I’ve got an idea,” he said slowly, his hands coming up to ward off a potential argument. “But hear me out before you say no right away.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What if you rent him the apartment above the diner instead? We haven’t moved the furniture yet.”

      “You said the house might sell better if it was empty,” I reminded him.

      “It will, but this would only be temporary. Give this guy a few months and then he’ll be gone, and we can proceed. It’ll be like hitting a pause button for the winter. Or sooner. He wouldn’t even agree to a three-month lease.”

      Patrick had a point, and I was ready to agree. Relief washed over me. I was able to stay in my home a little while longer—at least through Christmas. I had put off the sale as long as I possibly could as it was, and this was an option that would bring in instant revenue. Anything helped at this point.

      “Alright, you’ve got a deal,” I said. “On one condition.”

      “What?” he asked eagerly. Too eagerly. Poor Patrick didn’t get much business in the way of real estate around here.

      “As long as he’s not the guy who gave me a black eye earlier today.”

      Patrick’s mouth hung open. “What did you say?”

      I grinned, shoving an onion ring in my mouth, the greasy food wiping off half the makeup around my lips in the process. “Relax, it was an accident. But I didn’t like him all that much. He was too…rich.”

      Patrick leaned in, regarding me closely. A smile tipped his lips, giving his teddy bear face a bit of a boyish look. “That’s what all the makeup is for? You’re covering up a black eye.”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Here I thought maybe you were trying to look nice for me.”

      “You are shameless.” I laughed. “Eat your burger.”

      I dove into my onion rings. I’d tried, but I couldn’t make them as good as The Pub.

      “Hey, man,” Patrick shouted suddenly. “I think I found you a place!”

      I looked up quickly to see Patrick waving over Hot Sauce Guy. I wanted to sink into the chair or at least take the napkin and wipe off my caked-on makeup. I didn’t have time for either.

      Hot Sauce Guy approached our table and I faced him slowly, waiting for his reaction. He didn’t double take like Patrick had earlier, but he did seem somewhat surprised by my presence. Or my appearance. Or, perhaps both.

      “You found an apartment?” he asked Patrick. He was wearing dark jeans and a jacket. Everything about him oozed easy-going composure.

      “I think so. If the owner is willing to lease it.” Patrick shot me a glance and I could have kicked him under the table.

      “Can I speak to them? I’m not above begging,” Hot Sauce Guy asked, smiling at his own joke.

      Patrick shot me another look and the silence sat a few seconds too long. Reluctantly, I said, “It’s me.”

      He turned sharply. “Oh.”

      Exactly. I cleared my throat. “Um, when do you need it by?”

      “As soon as possible.”

      I scanned my onion rings. “Well, if we aren’t moving furniture tonight…” I said, eyeing my date.

      “Yes! Let’s do it.” Patrick grinned. I wish I could say he was happy because of me, but it was the check he was finally going to be able to cash that had him so excited. Not that I could blame him, his side job didn’t exactly bring in a steady stream of cash. “You grabbing a bite?” he asked.

      “I was going to,” Hot Sauce Guy answered.

      “We’ll head over now, and you can meet us when you’re ready?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Patrick and I got up to leave. He tossed a few twenties on the table.

      Hot Sauce Guy stepped in front of me as I pulled on my coat. A shadow cast over his face and I had to look up to meet his eyes. “Can I get a name?” he asked.

      I eyed him for a moment, pulling my hair from my coat and then straightening my scarf. “Madison Bell.”

      His smile grew wide. “Jake Tyler. Good to meet you, Madison.”

      “We’ll see,” I said, and followed Patrick outside.

      “Wait,” Jake called. “Where should I meet you?”

      I turned at the front door and called, “The diner.”
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      Patrick wrapped me in a hug the moment I stepped from the pub. “Thank you, Mads! I promise he’ll be a good tenant.” He shrugged a shoulder, accidentally pushing against my face. “Well, probably. And he looks like he’s made of money so we may as well raise the rent.”

      I spoke, my voice muffled from being shoved against Patrick’s coat. “I’d have to set a rent first in order to raise it.”

      He leaned back to eye me. “Joking, right? I knew you’d be glad of it the moment I came up with the plan. It’s a win for everyone! You get rent, I helped a client find a home—”

      “And get a paycheck.”

      “—and Jack Taylor gets exactly what he asked for. Month-to-month rent in an apartment in the center of town.”

      “It’s Jake Tyler, I think,” I corrected him, pulling myself from Patrick’s enthusiastic embrace and folding my arms over my chest. We turned in unison toward The Bell.

      We walked down Main Street quietly. Men were assembling the tree at the far end of the street, and I averted my eyes. Time did not take grief into account though, and it was upon me whether I wanted to accept it or not.

      Patrick’s arm shot out and stopped me, pivoting me toward him.

      “Hey, we need to talk.”

      I swallowed a lump. I knew this conversation was coming, but I wasn’t ready for it. Why did life insist on moving forward when all I wanted was for it to pause long enough for me to get my bearings?

      I looked at him expectantly. If he wanted to discuss our relationship, then he could direct the conversation.

      “I just…” He looked away and sighed. When he faced me again, his jaw was set and his eyebrows pulled in apologetically. “I wanted to know if you’d go to the tree lighting ceremony with me.”

      My shoulders relaxed. He wasn’t going to force me into that conversation yet. For now, we were free to continue on the way we were going. “Yeah, Patrick. That would be great.”
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      The Pub might have been slow, but the diner was even slower that evening. I gave Tessa, my only other waitress, a wave, before crossing the dining room and leading Patrick through the doorway beside the back counter. The small, enclosed stairway led to another locked door at the top.

      “I’m beginning to wonder if this was a bad idea,” I said, pulling out my keys to open the apartment door. “Any renter would have to have access to my diner, even when it’s closed, in order to get to the apartment.”

      Patrick stood close behind me while I fidgeted with the keys. “He’s not a permanent fixture around here. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      The lock was finicky. I would have to show Jake how to wiggle it just right. Given his fancy watch and immaculate clothes, it was clear he didn’t know much about roughing it in a small town in the middle of the Rocky Mountains. “What do you know about him?”

      Patrick followed me inside, shrugging. “Pretty much nothing,” he said.

      I had already begun moving my things over from the big house, but not so much that I couldn’t gather it all together in twenty minutes. I assumed we had at least that much time before Jake showed up.

      I stopped, pivoting to face him. “You mean you just convinced me to rent out my apartment to a stranger and you don’t even know what he’s doing in town?” I swatted him on the arm. “What if he’s a serial killer?”

      “He’s not.” Patrick smiled comfortably.

      “How do you know, though?” I picked up a box of kitchen gadgets and began emptying it into drawers and cupboards. These were all extra and I wouldn’t need them at the house—but Jake Tyler probably didn’t have any spatulas with him. I lifted one and looked at it. He probably wouldn’t need them either. But, just in case.

      Patrick took the box from my hands and placed it on the counter, his hands gripping my shoulders as he looked me in the eye. “You’ll be fine. He won’t be around that long. We’ll both make a little money and then get back to our normal lives again. Take a deep breath and let it out. You aren’t at the diner alone often. Just make sure Joey doesn’t leave you by yourself in the evenings if you’re that worried about it.” His face scrunched up in an easygoing smile. “But I’ve gotta say, I’m usually a good judge of character, and the only thing about this guy that concerns me is his perfect hair.” Patrick’s eyebrows hitched up. “I mean really, does anyone have hair that naturally perfect? A hundred bucks on it, he uses a blow dryer.”

      “Don’t make a bet you aren’t willing to pony up on,” I said facetiously, stepping out of Patrick’s hold. I pulled a pizza cutter and can opener from the box and tossed them into a utensil drawer. He made a valid point, and he was right about Joey. My part-time cook came in to help in the evenings; I could rely on him. “Help me get the books?”

      Patrick shook his head, the smile on his boyish face nothing but indulgent. “You’ve got too many books.” He tossed a few cookbooks into the box, shaking his head. “How do you have time to make all these recipes?”

      “I work in a diner,” I reminded him.

      “Touché.”

      We filled two boxes with cookbooks, and another with clothes from the closet. By the time we finished packing up my personal belongings, we had five boxes sitting neatly by the door.

      Patrick stood in the center of the living room, which doubled as a dining room, off to the side of the kitchen. The place was small, but that meant we didn’t need much furniture. He must have followed my line of thinking, his eyes scanning the small room and jumping into the one small bedroom. “Maybe we should have brought over a few things anyway.”

      “He’s got a couch and a bed. What more does he need?”

      “A TV?”

      Another valid point. A small, outdated entertainment center sat against the wall opposite the couch, with nothing on it besides an old DVD player and a few random cords that didn’t appear to belong to anything in particular. “I’ll get on that. There’s an extra one at the house. It isn’t very nice, but it’ll do the job.”

      A knock on the door grabbed our attention and we turned in unison. Jake stood at the top of the stairs, his hand resting on the handle of the open door.

      “The waitress showed me the way.” His easy smile rested on me lightly before sweeping to Patrick. My stomach flipped and I scowled, shoving the unwanted reaction away. But I wasn’t blind; this guy was hot.

      Patrick caught my eye and I felt my cheeks warm. It was so unloyal of me to have those thoughts. I would need to do something about that.

      “This is…nice,” Jake said, coming further into the room. He took two steps and he was square in the center of the living room. I hadn’t considered how a tall man like Jake would dwarf the apartment further. But it didn’t matter. It was only temporary.

      Patrick’s amiable smile brightened the room. He stepped forward, reaching his hand out to shake Jake’s. “It’s small, but right in the center of town. Situated above Holly Springs’ only diner, you’ll find company right outside your door whenever you seek it. And the company isn’t too bad, if I say so myself,” he finished, sending me a wink. When had he come up with that spiel?

      I don’t know why, but it made me want to smack him on the arm again. I refrained, but barely.

      Jake’s gaze snapped to me before he crossed his arms loosely over his chest. “Do you run the diner by yourself?”

      Serial killer. This charismatic cover model stranger could totally be the next Ted Bundy. “Um, no.” I swallowed. “I’ve got a cook and another waitress on staff and there’s always a few customers around.” Not as many as I’d like, of course, or needed. But that was the nature of a small town without much in the way of tourist traffic.

      “She makes killer cake pops, man,” Patrick said, slinging his arm around my shoulders. “I know that sounds like a girly dessert but Madison puts crack in hers or something.”

      Jake shot me a look of amusement. “I’ll have to try one, then.”

      “Just come to the—” A loud eighties rock song cut through the room, effectively shutting Patrick’s mouth. He reached into his pocket, shot me an apologetic look, then turned away to answer his phone.

      “Let me show you around,” I said at once, moving into the kitchen. Three more steps landed Jake on the other side of the bar that doubled as the kitchen table. “Here’s the kitchen. You’re welcome to use anything I’ve got stocked. Washer and dryer are in the bathroom through there.” I pointed to the closed door beside the bedroom. Patrick paced at the other end of the room, his hand cupping the back of his bent neck. There was clearly trouble.

      “And the bedroom?” Jake asked.

      I stepped past him toward the bedroom, catching a musky scent. I swept my arm like Vanna White. “Here you have a bed, and a closet.” The small room was otherwise bare. There was ample space along the wall for a few furniture additions, but I hadn’t moved them over yet. The apartment hadn’t been used in well over a year by any one person consistently, so there hadn’t been a need until now.

      Jake leaned against the doorway, his gaze sweeping the clean, but empty room. I was suddenly grateful I’d spent the last two weeks deep cleaning the apartment in preparation for my own move. The amount of dust that had accumulated was appalling and would’ve turned him away for sure.

      Clearing my throat, I drew his attention to the empty wall. “I’ve got a spare dresser and a TV. I’ll have them moved over soon. Is there anything else you might need?”

      Jake spun slowly. I tried not to check him out while he displayed himself so easily. His gaze landed back on me and I felt unaccountably nervous. “Just your phone number.”

      I stiffened. “Excuse me? I have—” I swallowed. I couldn’t finish that sentence with a boyfriend. Not really. Regardless of what everyone else thought, Patrick and I knew the truth. I was having a hard time committing.

      Jake’s eyebrow rose and it occurred to me in one fell swoop that he probably meant in regard to the apartment and any of his potential needs. I felt like an idiot, and I slid my phone from the back pocket of my jeans and quickly made an entrance for a new number. “Here, put your number in and I’ll text you right now. Then you’ll have mine.”

      He complied. The little smile playing on his lips irritated me and I wanted to wipe it clean off his face.

      “Picky neighbors,” Patrick complained, coming to stand beside us. “I’ve got Mr. Hansen’s dog kenneled in my backyard and apparently he hasn’t stopped whining all evening.” He rolled his eyes. “You want to know who else hasn’t stopped whining? Berta Gillingham. The old bird has to constantly find something to moan about.”

      He stepped forward to kiss me on the cheek. “I need to handle this. See you tomorrow night?”

      I nodded.

      He clapped Jake on the back. “Good to have you here. See you around, man.”

      We watched him retreat, his jovial demeanor no less for his bothersome neighbor. He was exactly the sort of man who would take a difficult situation and find the light. He was positive, and kind to everyone. He was absolutely perfect father material.

      Whoa. I shook my head. Where had that come from? I was not imagining Patrick in that role with me in the equation. I couldn’t.

      And that was the trouble.

      “So, where do I get my hands on one of these amazing cake pops?” Jake asked, pulling me from my concerning thoughts. “Downstairs? I’m guessing it’s your diner, Miss Bell.”

      I moved past him to the bathroom, pulling a set of sheets from the cupboard. “Sorry, I don’t sell them in the diner. I kind of use them as a marketing tool.”

      He watched me start making up the bed, before coming around the side to pull the corner of the fitted sheet over the mattress. “Where are you promoting them next?”

      I paused, regarding him closely. If I was being honest, I didn’t want this guy anywhere near the parade or the tree lighting ceremony. He was not a member of this town. He was some big city guy here for who-knows-what. And it was clear he wasn’t going to stick around. I didn’t know why he bothered me, but he did.

      “Just a town thing.”

      He gave me a knowing look. “And I’m not a townie?”

      “What? No, that’s not it.” I swept past him to the closet and pulled an extra pillow from the plastic protector bag it was stored in. “I just don’t think any of our small-town functions are going to entertain someone like you.”

      “And what would someone like me be interested in, then, in a place like Holly Springs?”

      I stopped, looking him square in his piercing blue eyes. “That’s exactly what I would like to know.”

      He stepped back, as though the force of my question blew him away. He ran a hand over his square jaw and frowned. “Are there hangers in the closet?”

      “Yes,” I said, surprised by the sudden change in subject.

      “Then I won’t need a dresser. Is twelve hundred okay?”

      My mouth fell open. “A month?” He’d doubled what I had intended to ask for.

      “Is that too low? I can go fifteen.”

      “Twelve is fine,” I hurried to say, nodding. I didn’t want to take too much advantage of the guy.

      “Great.” Silence fell on the room. I searched for something to say but he beat me to it. “I’ll have the money ready tomorrow.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. I made it to the front door and the pile of boxes waiting beside it. I was stumped. Patrick left before helping me get the boxes home. “Just give me a minute to get these down to the diner and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      I picked up a box full of clothes and shoes and took it down to the diner, dropping it on the floor by the back door, where it would be out of the way. I turned and almost bumped into Jake. I jumped out of his way and he dropped two boxes beside my other one. He turned around and took the stairs swiftly, returning with the last two boxes shortly.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “No problem.” He stood there expectantly, his smile growing as he watched me, clearly amused. “A key?”

      “Oh, right.” I pulled out my key ring and took off the one he needed for the apartment door. “You need to wiggle it sometimes, but otherwise it works great. The diner is open most of the time. If you get locked out just call me and I can come let you in.”

      “Thanks.” He saluted me and turned away, but not toward the stairs. Instead, he left the diner and I watched his retreat with mild fascination. He was a mystery, and I was curious. Why had he become so sullen when I asked him about his purpose for being in Holly Springs? If that wasn’t a sign that something wasn’t right, then I was Taylor Swift.

      Which obviously, I wasn’t.

      “How long is he in town for?” Tessa asked, sidling up beside me.

      I shrugged. “Who knows? He wasn’t interested in a long-term lease, I’ll tell you that much.” I sighed. “I better get home. Watch these boxes for me? I’ll be back bright and early to get started on those cake pops.”

      “Sure thing, boss,” Tessa said, sashaying toward the table of men in the corner. There was one reason these guys chose my cute little diner instead of The Pub for their evening entertainment, and she was chatting them up right now.

      Maybe I should have warned Jake about my waitress’s affinity for men.

      Oh well, he’d find out soon enough. If he hadn’t already.
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      The sun hadn’t quite made an appearance when I laced up my running shoes, but by the time my feet hit the pavement it was just beginning to rise. I popped my earbuds in and ramped up the music, pushing myself faster with the beat of the song.

      Cutting between two brick buildings, I let my feet take me to the tree-lined street with the yellow house at the end. I didn’t go all the way down, of course. Grandma Hart would probably find it suspicious if I was continually caught outside of her house. I couldn’t help it, though. The visions of a childhood I could have lived played through my mind when I took in the idyllic street.

      Flipping back around, I sprinted away from the yellow house and all the potential that suffocated me. Reaching the end of the street, I turned right, following the long country road away from town and toward the Rocky Mountains. The air was so fresh I found myself gulping it in, though that could also be due to the higher altitude, making it harder to get a full breath of air. But still, it was so opposite the thick, smoggy city air I was used to breathing. Though, to be fair, I never ran outside in California. It was all air-conditioned gyms and a home treadmill for me.

      I could not deny how much I liked running in the open air with the sun warming my back. My feet pounded on the pavement as my stride lengthened, nothing but me and the empty country road.

      My watch beeped to indicate another mile and I turned, squinting into the rising sun. I put my arm up to block it a bit but it wasn’t really practical, so I dropped it again by my side.

      A loud horn suddenly honked to my right and I leapt from the road, crashing onto the rocky earth and rolling through rough, loose gravel.

      Well, that hurt.

      Rolling into a sitting position, I checked out the damage on my legs. My long pants had protected them for the most part, but a gash up the side of my knee was already seeping dark blood onto the white stripes on the side of my pants. Great, a nice big tear in my favorite jogging pants.

      “You okay?”

      When I turned to face the woman standing beside the truck, her delicate arm up to block the sun from her face, I could have laughed. Instead, I pulled myself to a stand and did my best not to limp in front of Madison Bell.

      “Just a little payback?” I asked.

      Her eyebrows drew together. “Of course not.”

      “So you ran me off the road on accident?” I could see her face tighten the more I spoke. Of course I didn’t believe she’d intentionally almost hit me, but I couldn’t help goading her. Our relationship had been laden with mishaps and it was nothing short of ironic that she had nearly run me from the road.

      Besides, a little line appeared in between her eyebrows when she was frustrated and it was invariably attractive.

      “Yes!” she answered, exasperated. “I didn’t see you. The sun was in my eyes.”

      I nodded slowly, doing my best to keep my face straight.

      She huffed. “Well, don’t believe me then. But it was an accident.”

      “I believe you.”

      “Great.”

      “Yep,” I agreed.

      We stood in the middle of the empty road and the chill set in from my lack of exercise. It might not have snowed yet in this town, but the weather was far from comfortable.

      “Can I give you a ride back?” she asked.

      My knee was in no shape to finish my run. But spending a few more minutes with this tenacious woman wasn’t an unpleasant prospect, either. I agreed and followed her to the old blue pickup truck parked in the middle of the road.

      Country music played on the radio. “No Christmas music?” I asked, clicking my seatbelt.

      She gave me a look. “No.”

      My hands came up in surrender. “Forget I asked. Hey, tell me one thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      Try not to sound so enthusiastic, lady. “I thought it snowed in the mountains.”

      I watched her face, the amusement she was clearly fighting felt like a massive win.

      “Well?” I prompted.

      “It does.”

      I looked out the window. It was dry as an LA summer. Just a lot colder.

      “Sometimes the snow doesn’t come until later in December, but it will come.” She fiddled with the radio buttons before adding, “It’s odd it’s still so dry, to be honest. It doesn’t really feel like Christmas yet.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” I said. “I’ve never seen snow.”

      She slammed on her brakes and my head came forward and smacked against the windshield. Ouch.

      “What?” she yelled. “You aren’t serious.”

      I touched the tender area of my temple which was now throbbing and shot her a look. “It’s not that weird.”

      “It’s super weird,” she countered. Her voice lowered. “Is your head okay?”

      No. It hurt like the devil. “Yeah.”

      Her gaze traveled from my forehead to my ripped pants. Her wince almost made the injuries worth it. Apologizing clearly did not come easily to Madison Bell.

      “Sorry about that,” she said sheepishly. I caught her eye for a split second, and she colored before turning her attention back to driving. We’d reached the edge of town and were almost back to the diner.

      “You can’t drive like that in the city,” I said. “Fourteen cars would have rear-ended you just now.” I snapped my fingers to emphasize my point.

      “Well, we aren’t in the city,” she said. “You couldn’t find fourteen cars here if you tried.”

      She sounded completely serious, but I watched Main Street out my window and counted ten right off the bat. I chuckled and she pulled into a space behind the diner.

      “Come in and I’ll help you clean that up,” she said, jumping from the car. “I’ve got a first aid kit in the diner.”

      Did she not remember that I was coming in anyway? I was living above her diner.

      She went around to the bed of the truck and lowered the gate, lifting a box and taking it to the backdoor. “Hey, the door’s unlocked,” she said, glancing around. “That’s not good.”

      “It was me. I didn’t know how I’d get back in if I locked it behind me.”

      She eyed me dubiously for a moment before letting herself inside. What had she expected me to do? Wait inside until she arrived to let me out?

      I was a man, not a dog.

      Shaking my head, I followed her through the back kitchen and into the dining hall. The back kitchen was full of counter space and decked out in nice, solid ovens, but I’d only seen the diner employees using the stove behind the counter to cook. Was this space even properly utilized?

      “Just sit over there. I’ll grab the first aid kit.” She motioned to a high stool at the end of the bar and I obeyed. I glanced around the diner again, picturing it redone as a cupcake shop. It was actually a prime design for a boutique dessert shop, but it was good as a diner, too. It was clean and the decor was on point. But it hadn’t performed well in the last three years, so something clearly needed sprucing up.

      What was Madison’s marketing plan?

      “Can you roll up your pant leg?” she asked, coming out of the back room and pulling a chair up beside me. She took a scrunchy from her wrist and scraped her hair up into a high ponytail before securing it into a top knot.  “And then set your leg up here.” She pulled another chair from the nearby table and sat it next to me.

      After wringing a warm, wet rag over the sink, she brought it over and began wiping blood from my skin. I tried not to wince as she cleaned up the cut. I didn’t want to look weak.

      My effort was fruitless, though. She focused her attention on my leg, not bothering to glance up at me at all. “How long are you planning on being here?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      She looked up. Skepticism lined her features. I didn’t want her to ask why I was here. I was not ready to make that known yet. She would kick me out of the apartment for sure if she knew that my main purpose in Holly Springs was to evict her.

      I cleared my throat. “I heard something about a tree lighting ceremony. It sounds like a pretty big event around here.”

      Her eyes immediately sought the flyers lining her windows. Shaking her head, she laughed. “Holly Springs is fiercely loyal to tradition. It’s a pretty basic event. There’s a parade and a big tree covered in lights. And you can usually find a cup of hot chocolate somewhere.”

      “Sounds like a party,” I said.

      “Maybe not to someone like you. But the people here live for these events. It’s different in a small town than it is in the city.”

      I didn’t mean to offend her. She was right, though. It didn’t sound like any party I’d been to. Most of the events I attended in LA were black tie. I was really making a muck of things with Madison, and if I didn’t want to create a full-scale enemy out of her, then I needed to redirect our friendship. I couldn’t help her save her diner if she didn’t treat me like a friend, at least.

      I pulled up short. When had I decided to help her save the diner?

      Oh, who was I kidding? It had only taken one fiery hot sauce incident for me to make that decision.

      “Will you be there?” I asked, smiling down at her dark hair. Her lashes fanned over her cheeks as she focused on my knee and the feel of her fingers gently cleaning my gash trailed goosebumps up my leg.

      “Yes. If I can get these cake pops finished in time.”

      I nodded. Now I remembered. Her marketing plan was cake pops. No wonder the diner was failing. “Can I help?”

      She laughed. “Do you have any experience in the kitchen?”

      “Some.” I wasn’t being completely untruthful. I had helped quite a few restaurants figure out what wasn’t working for them and had redirected them toward success. My hands never got any flour on them, but I’d still worked in many kitchens.

      She leaned back, watching me through narrowed eyes. “I don’t know about this. I don’t even know you.”

      I flashed her a smile. “What do you want to know? My favorite ice cream is rocky road and I spend my free time watching Dodger’s reruns. Especially when they beat the Giants.”

      Her skepticism wasn’t reassuring. And I had no idea why she wasn’t willing to take my help. I mean, most women jumped at the chance for some quality time with me. But Madison clearly wasn’t most women.

      She was focusing on my knee, her nose scrunching like she smelled something distasteful. Maybe she had an aversion to antiseptic…or maybe she had an aversion to me.

      She cleared her throat. “Yeah, sure then. You can help.”

      I grinned. This kind of exposure was more than I could have hoped for. Maybe I could even get Madison to give me more information about the diner. I had a feeling she wouldn’t offer it willingly, but if she just thought she was chatting with a visitor and not a professional business analytic then maybe…

      Shoving down my unease, I watched her bandage my knee. Once the blood was cleared away, the cut wasn’t really so bad. But I could tell my knee would be sore for a few days.

      Would it be crazy to admit that it was kind of worth it for this dark-haired beauty’s nursing? She had a gentle way with her hands that was comforting. It was clear she worked with them a lot.

      I sucked in a breath, watching her. I wasn’t being dishonest, exactly. I was only avoiding the whole truth. If I could find a way to help her turn around her business then I could probably convince Mark to let her keep it going.

      Probably.

      Madison stood and gathered her first aid supplies. She shot me a curious glance before leaving to put away the box. I was determined. I would find a way to help this woman, whether she wanted me to or not.
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      After cleaning up the discarded Band-Aid wrappers and cleansing wipes, I washed up and began preparations for the famous bell-shaped cake pops.

      They’d begun as a campaign promotion when I ran for senior class president in high school, and they were such a hit that Dad had had me make them for the Christmas parade later that year. The bells were a reminder of our name, and the diner’s, but the sugar was how we won people over.

      At least, that’s what Dad had always said.

      I’d made the cake already so the assembly was all I had left for today. The time consuming, sweat inducing, intricate assembly.

      Why did I do this to myself year after year?

      Jake went up to take a shower—after I had him grab the TV from the back of the truck and take it upstairs with him. I had to stop myself from asking if he had enough shampoo when he told me he was going to clean up before helping me. I was not a hotel manager; I was a landlord. It was definitely going to take some getting used to.

      Joey arrived twenty minutes late and I gave him a false glare as he let himself into the kitchen and threw an apron over his t-shirt and jeans.

      “These mornings never get easier,” he said through a yawn. His black curly hair was a little long on top and his brown eyes looked half asleep. He stretched his arms up high and I winced, hearing a pop in his shoulders.

      “Do you have to do that every single day?” I asked, gathering up the supplies I needed and prepping them on the stainless-steel kitchen counter.

      “Yep. I was up late fixing my sister’s van.” He began taking chairs off tables and setting up the dining room for our breakfasters. He had a talent for working with cars and I had a feeling he would have been a mechanic in another life. In this one, he flipped burgers. “You making good progress on your cake pops?”

      “I’m on schedule.” I turned to search a high cabinet for the piping bags. “I don’t know how I’ll get them all done today. But I seem to say that every year and somehow it still happens.”

      Joey laughed. “You’ve got this.”

      “I agree,” Jake said from behind me. “We’ve got this.”

      I turned around and tried to maintain an air of indifference, but he looked good. He leaned against the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room, his damp hair pushed to the side in a perfectly messy way. He’d thrown on a dark blue t-shirt and jeans and looked ready to model in a breezy orange juice commercial.

      I chose a periwinkle apron from the rack and tossed it to him. “Suit up.”

      He caught it easily and put it on, smiling at me while he tied it around his waist. I had to admit, I was surprised. I was sure he would hang it back up and choose one of the plain black aprons instead.

      “Where to, boss?”

      I motioned to where the cake and frosting mixture was sitting in a large bowl. Picking up a lollipop stick, I held it in the air like a wand. “You’ve got five pops to prove yourself. If you can’t get the bell shape right by the fifth, then you’re out.” I drew the stick across my neck like I was beheading myself. “I don’t have time to reshape the bells all day.”

      “Easy.”

      Raising one eyebrow, I tossed him a stick across the countertop. “I guess we’ll see.”

      Picking up a metal measuring cup, I scooped cake mixture from the bowl and into my hands. Explaining the process as I went, I showed him how to shape the cake into a semblance of a bell. Leaning forward on the counter, I watched Jake’s large hands form the cake into anything but a bell. His first attempt resembled a dog snout and his second one looked like a floppy, wide-brimmed hat.

      He screwed up his face into a self-deprecating smile. “Okay, so maybe easy was a bit of an overstatement.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at his floppy hat sitting next to my perfect bell.

      He chuckled. “Help me?”

      Stepping around the counter to stand beside him, I got a whiff of a strong, masculine scent that clearly cost more than the five-dollar drug store variety.

      “Roll the cake in your hands like this, first,” I said, showing him how I created the round of the bell. I tried not to breathe too deeply—his scent was becoming distracting. How much did he spend per bottle? Probably an exorbitant amount. What was the point in spending so much money on a smell, anyway? I never saw the wisdom in dropping loads of cash on a smell. Not when a five-dollar drug store smell was sufficient.

      Not that it really mattered for me. I always smelled like diner food.

      “Madison?”

      “Hmm?” I registered amusement on his face and straightened my posture at once. Had I been standing this close to him a moment ago? I felt really close to him now.

      “You were showing me how to shape these.” He lifted a blob of cake.

      “Right. So then flatten the bottom on the table here and press down to create the base.”

      “Like this?” He flattened the bottom of his bell.

      “No, you’re going to get another hat if you keep squishing it. Just press lightly, like this.” I reached over and fixed his bell, my arm resting on his. I glanced up and caught his gaze and my stomach did a somersault.

      “You are quite the bell-shaper,” he said, a playful half-smile on his mouth.

      I jumped back, returning to my own station. “I’ve had years of practice.” The man-smell was not so strong on this side of the table and the space between us was good, allowing my foggy head to clear. I took a deep breath and focused on shaping another bell before shoving the stick into it and popping it onto the specialized tray.

      The morning passed in a blur of shaping cake on sticks and rotating them on pans through the freezer before dipping them in white chocolate. Jake moved onto dipping the chocolate once a tray came out of the freezer and we found a steady rhythm.

      Joey held his own waiting tables and cooking breakfast food, but the sweat on his round face was dripping by lunchtime. Normally he would have been fine handling the diner on his own, but people had been slowly accumulating for the last hour, craning their necks to see into the back kitchen. Rolling my shoulders, I pulled my phone from my pocket and sent Tessa a text. We needed some backup.

      “What’s going on here?” Joey asked, leaning in the doorway. “It’s never this busy.”

      Avoiding Jake’s gaze, I shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m not complaining.” My phone buzzed and I scanned the message Tessa sent back.

      

      Is the hot guy still there? Give me five minutes. I’ll be right over.

      

      I rolled my eyes and slid my phone back into my pocket.

      “It must be the magic cake pops,” Jake said, lifting a chocolate covered bell and flashing his teeth in a smile. A dash of white chocolate was smeared across his forehead and I couldn’t help but smile back.

      Britney waved at me from behind Joey, grinning.

      “Stay out,” I called.

      Joey turned around and jumped. “You aren’t allowed in there,” he said, walking past her to deal with some new customers. Most likely telling them to come back—there was no way we had room for anyone else.

      Britney pouted. “It was one little mistake.”

      “I don’t call a fire a little mistake.”

      Jake pivoted toward me. “A fire?”

      I caught Britney’s glare over his shoulder and nodded, pointing. “We had to repaint that wall over there.”

      “Ah, now I see why you’ve got one yellow wall.”

      “So why is it so busy today?” Britney asked sweetly. She knew. I could tell that she knew.

      I returned my focus to shaping cake pops. “I think they’re interested in the new town attraction.”

      Jake continued dipping cooled cake pops in white chocolate. Judging by his face, he had no idea I was referencing him. Judging by Britney’s, she was shocked I would be so bold.

      “Well, I’m going back to my lunch,” she said. “Want help with pictures later?”

      “I’ve got it covered,” I said quickly.

      “Okay, great. Just let me know if you change your mind.”

      We worked in silence for a few minutes. It was comfortable, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he was going to question me on the pictures. I snuck a peek at Jake while he dipped the bells. He still had that dash of chocolate across his forehead, and his periwinkle apron was covered with cake and chocolate.

      “What pictures was your friend talking about?”

      My hands stilled. Maybe if I didn’t answer him, he would let it go. I formed another bell, finished off the tray and took it to the freezer. When I returned to the counter to begin the next tray, Jake was dipping away. His help was making the process speed by. Why had I not considered asking for help before?

      “Well?” he prompted.

      Darn. I was hoping he’d let it go. “I was just planning on shooting a few pictures of these cake pops.”

      “And you need help with that?”

      My cheeks went hot. I could feel how red they were. “Only if I want to be in the photos, too.”

      He stopped working then. “Is this part of your marketing plan?”

      “No, just something I do for fun.”

      “You take pictures of yourself with your food for fun?”

      I bit back a smile. I guess what I did could be described like that, in a way. Except usually it was just my food and not myself, too.

      Why had I mentioned to Britney that maybe I would pose with my pops at the parade? Ugh.

      Jake finished off a tray and went to the freezer to grab another pan. He set it on the stainless-steel counter with a bang. “You do know that your reluctance to talk is only feeding my curiosity, right?”

      “It’s really nothing—”

      “Hey, Mads,” Patrick said, coming into the kitchen and wrapping me in a one-armed side hug. “Pops are looking great.”

      I offered him a smile. “Thanks.”

      “You got roped into working?” he asked Jake.

      Jake merely smiled. “I had nothing else going on.”

      Patrick nodded. He glanced around our workspace and then to Jake’s apron and mine. “Can’t say the same for myself, unfortunately.” He gave me a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll pick you up at six?”

      Nodding, I suppressed the desire to wipe my wet cheek on my shoulder. I would have to wait until he left, but he was taking his sweet time. In the meantime, my wet cheek was beginning to itch.

      “You are really busy today,” Patrick said. “You should try to figure out why and reproduce it. That could really help your business.”

      Sure thing, Patrick. Why did I not think of that myself? I tried not to give him a death glare. He’d already turned to go and didn’t see it anyway.

      “He’s a cool guy,” Jake said when we were alone again.

      “I’m pretty sure there is no nicer man than Patrick.”

      Jake scoffed. “I’ll try not to be offended by that.” He smiled playfully before dipping his final bell in the chocolate.

      I watched him a moment longer. When his gaze sought mine, I looked away. Popping a chunk of the cake mixture in my mouth, I surreptitiously wiped my wet cheek on my shoulder.

      “Did you just wipe off his kiss?”

      I stilled. Seriously? Did Jake guess everything? “No.”

      “Lie.”

      “No it isn't.”

      “Yeah it is.”

      I squared my shoulders, leaning both hands on the counter. “You want the truth?”

      “Yeah,” he said, mirroring my stance.

      “Truth for truth, then,” I said.

      His eyebrow hitched up. “Okay, fine.”
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      She looked so smug, leaning forward on the counter, her palms facing down and fingers splayed. I wanted so badly to lean in a little more too, just to see how she would react.

      But her boyfriend had walked out of the kitchen moments before and despite the temptation, I wasn’t that kind of guy.

      I did see her wipe the kiss off, though. Clearly that’s what she was doing. He left a mark so wet and shiny I saw it gleam from across the counter. But what I wanted even more than Patrick’s nonexistence, was for her to admit the truth.

      “What do you want to know?” I asked. I was probably going to regret this, but I was having too much fun.

      “Why are you in Holly Springs?” she asked, her face a work of stone.

      I was such an idiot. Why hadn’t I predicted this? Well, there was more than one truth to that question, and I was going to give her the less incriminating one. “My grandma lives here.”

      Her eyebrows rose and her hand slipped on the counter, but she righted herself quickly. I’d surprised her, and it gave me a really odd sense of accomplishment. “Now, your turn.”

      “Yeah, I wiped it off,” she said, focusing on the icing she had been mixing. She pulled out a few smaller bowls and dropped food coloring into each of them before mixing in the icing. These bells really were more intricate than they needed to be.

      “Knew it.” I took the last tray to the freezer and slid it inside. There wasn’t anything left for me to help with. I definitely couldn’t ice the bells with all that fancy decoration work Madison was doing.

      “Who’s your grandma?”

      I smiled at her attempt at nonchalance. She wasn’t fooling me. I could tell she was curious. “You probably don’t know her.”

      She glanced up, her expression saying something along the lines of, Try me.

      “Well,” I said. “I better go shower again. I have to clean up before this parade starts.” I stopped at the door and grinned. “I don’t want to be late for my first town party.”

      “Hey, Jake?” she called.

      I turned back. “Yeah?”

      Her smile was dazzling and it made my heart fall into my stomach. Stupid, lucky Patrick. “You want to leave me the apron?” she asked.

      I chuckled, sliding the purple apron over my head and tossing it to her. I saluted her and left the kitchen behind. “Hey, man,” I said, coming up to the Hispanic guy who had been running the diner all day. I’d forgotten his name.

      “Joey,” he said.

      “Right.” I cleared my throat. “Can I get a cheeseburger?”

      “Sure, man. Fries?”

      “No, I can’t stand them,” I said. “I’ll take a Coke, though. And can you make it to-go? I’m going to run upstairs for a minute, but I’ll be back down in ten.”

      “You got it,” Joey said, turning for the stove.

      My phone had been buzzing all morning in my pocket but I didn’t want to be rude to Madison, so I’d let it go unanswered. I was sure there were going to be a million emails waiting for me and probably ten missed calls from Mark, but he could wait. I had nothing to report on the replacement company yet, and I definitely hadn’t evicted Madison, either.

      Either way, Mark was not going to be happy.

      I decided not to shower again by the time I got upstairs. I changed my clothes and wiped the chocolate from my forehead with a grumble. How long had that been there?

      Grabbing my car keys from the hook upstairs, I went back down to pick up my burger. I had a date at the library and I wasn’t going to miss it.
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      The streets filled early with people preparing the town for the big Christmas festival. Speakers along Main Street played Have a Holly Jolly Christmas and floats were seen here and there getting last minute touch-ups. I’d gone to the library hoping to run into my grandma again, but she wasn’t there. Another older woman sat in her chair. I’d sat outside and eaten my burger instead.

      It was good, but it wasn’t the best burger I’d ever eaten. My dinner from The Pub had been a lot better. In fact, the sandwich Madison had made me after I hit her in the face with hot sauce had been better than this one as well.

      I hated to say it, but part of the problem with The Bell was Joey. It had to be. He made mediocre food, and everyone probably chose to eat elsewhere because of it.

      Or maybe I was exaggerating. It was only one burger.

      I walked down the sidewalk as families and groups of people got together and set up chairs along the street. Madison hadn’t been kidding. It seemed like the entire town was out for this parade. In fact, my grandmother was probably around somewhere, too.

      I stopped where I was and scanned the crowds, but no one with white hair was also wearing purple-rimmed glasses. There was something about those purple glasses that jogged my memory, but I couldn’t quite place it. I started down the sidewalk again, my hands slung in my jacket pockets, and watched for her.

      I didn’t have an actual plan if I did run into her, but that would come later. I just knew I wanted to see her.

      “Ugh, I hate this song.”

      The grin fell on my lips of its own accord. After an entire morning sharing a kitchen with her, I felt pretty confident I’d know Madison’s voice anywhere. Especially with a side of derision.

      “It’s not that bad,” Patrick said behind me.

      I listened to a few measures. I had to agree with Madison, We Wish You a Merry Christmas was kind of an obnoxious song.

      “Yes it is,” she argued. “It’s literally everywhere. We couldn’t escape it if we tried.”

      Chuckling, I turned to find her carrying a tray of her cake pops.

      “Those turned out really nice,” I said.

      She looked surprised to see me. Evidently, she had no idea I was right beside her.

      “Did you eat one yet?” Patrick asked, holding his tray out for me. “Like crack, man.”

      Choosing a lopsided bell that I was one hundred percent sure I had made, I bit off the bell in one bite. Yeah, so Patrick wasn’t kidding. This thing was good.

      “whoa,” Madison said, her sleek, dark eyebrows raised. “That’s a mouthful.”

      Patrick elbowed me in the side and I coughed, bringing my hand up to cover my mouth. “What did I tell you?” he asked, grinning.

      “Yep,” I said, swallowing. “Super good.”

      “That’s enough, guys, they’re just cake pops.” Madison turned toward the crowd and started handing them out.

      “She doesn’t like the compliments,” Patrick said, sidling up beside me. “But I don’t care. Someone should tell her how great she is.”

      “I think that’s your job,” I said.

      He watched Madison laughing with a dark-haired woman and her kids. She gave the woman two pops and then laughed again, her smile radiant. She clearly fit in well here.

      Patrick sighed. “Yeah, I don’t know. I think it’s over.”

      I stilled. This was awkward. Why was he telling me this?

      “I tried to break up with her a few nights ago, actually, but she wouldn’t let me. I just don’t know how to say that I don’t think we’re progressing at all.”

      How did I tell him that he should stop talking? I mean, the guy was super nice and all, but I didn’t know him. His relationship was absolutely none of my business.

      “And there’s another woman,” he said, “who works at the elementary school who’s been giving me eyes for ages, man. Ages.”

      Alright, now he really needed to stop.

      “But I’m tied up in this.” He gestured to Madison with his hand in an encompassing wave. “I just don’t want to hurt her. Not when she’s dealing with all of this other stuff right now.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Finally. Something I actually wanted to know.

      “Yeah. You know her dad died a year ago, right?”

      How would I possibly know that?

      “And she’s losing her diner. She’s gotten these notices but nothing she tries is actually bringing people in.” He sighed, running a hand over his face. He shot me imploring eyes and I clamped my mouth shut. I was not about to tell this guy to break up with his girlfriend. It was none of my business anyway.

      “Good luck,” I said, watching Madison move down the line of spectators, handing out her bells.

      Patrick slapped me on the back, nearly knocking the wind from me. “Thanks, man.” I heard him sigh while he walked away and I couldn’t help but chuckle. I turned to walk down the sidewalk, barely jumping out of the way before I bowled over a kid.

      “Hey, mister!” the boy hollered. His eyes grew wide when he took me in; I leaned down. It was my little friend from yesterday who was now twenty dollars richer.

      “You enjoying the parade?” I asked.

      He watched me, confused. “It hasn’t started yet.”

      “Well, the floats haven’t, I just mean—” I glanced around. Yeah, he was right. It was a dumb question.

      “I didn’t see you today on my street. Why didn’t you come watch Mrs. Hart again?”

      “Hey keep your voice down,” I said.

      “Why? Are you doing something bad?” His little face fell. He gasped. “Are you a bad guy?”

      “What? No! Of course not.”

      “Then why were you watching Mrs. Hart? And why did you give me twenty bucks to make me go away?”

      The kid was really loud for such a young boy. I glanced around and caught an older woman frowning at us.

      “Listen, you have a good night. I’m going to go.”

      “Why?” he said, following me.

      “Where are your parents?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you go find them?”

      “They sent me to buy a hot chocolate.”

      So I wasn’t the only one who bribed this kid for a few minutes of peace. “Well, maybe you should go buy your hot chocolate then before they start to wonder where you’ve gone.”

      Madison came up beside me then, her tray empty. “Bradley, are you lost?” she asked, leaning down.

      He tilted his head to the side and nodded slowly. He really knew how to turn on the cute when he wanted to. “Is this man bothering you?” she asked.

      Bradley nodded again.

      I scoffed. The punk was a mastermind.

      She reached out a hand for him after shooting me a disapproving look. “Come on, let’s go find your parents.”

      I stared after them a moment longer before she shot a wink over her shoulder, and I found myself growing warm. Which was odd. It had to be somewhere around thirty-five degrees.

      I turned to watch the parade and felt chagrined by Fred’s Hot Sauce truck rolling down the road. It was blaring a rendition of Have a Spicy, Spicy Christmas while Fred tossed coupons from his window. One of them fluttered near my feet and I picked it up, shoving it in my pocket. I was never going to be able to forget that moment when I’d tried to throw something into the trash from across the street.

      I made my way toward the large tree at the end of the parade route and watched the floats. Each one was unique in a cutesy, small-town way. I wasn’t about to admit this to Madison, but I found the whole town event thing kind of nice. There was a level of familiarity between the people here that I’d never seen before anywhere else.

      It was refreshing.

      Two white horses made up the end of the parade, sporting Santa Claus and the Missus. They rode down to the giant tree and hung an ornament there, which forced the crowd to cheer. Wow, the people of Holly Springs really did love their traditions. I scanned the crowd for a woman with long, dark hair and a tray of bells, and found her chatting with an older man on the other side of the street. She was absolutely radiant, and clearly in her element.

      I snapped a picture of her smiling at the older man and caught the perfect moment where her arm was extended with a flawless bell. One of her own, no doubt. If she never got around to her photo shoot with her friend, maybe she’d want this one.

      I couldn’t help but pity her. No wonder she hated Christmas music. She was probably having a tough time coping with the anniversary of her father’s death.

      A woman approached a podium next and her voice replaced the Christmas music over the loudspeakers. Tuning her out, I ignored the mayoral speech and made my way closer to the tree. Madison and Patrick had disappeared—not that I was stalking them—and I’d yet to find Mrs. Hart anywhere. Hot chocolate wasn’t really my thing, either, so maybe it was time to call it a night and get some real work done.

      Sighing, I pivoted back toward The Bell. These parties were probably a lot more fun when you had someone to enjoy them with.
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      “That’s the last of them.” I let the tray hang loose from my hand after Ivy took the last of my cake pops—she’d looked like she needed it—and met up with Patrick on the sidewalk. “Let’s put these trays away. I need to grab my ornament.”

      He nodded, following me toward The Bell. The diner was officially closed for the day, but I was planning on opening it up after the festival to snag the late night-cap types who chose to end their day with a cup of hot chocolate. I had the peppermint variation in stock. The Pub probably didn’t carry peppermint.

      We stowed the trays in the back kitchen and I picked up the snowflake ornament my dad and I had been putting on the tree my whole life. It was a difficult thing to do alone for the first time ever. Even when I was away at school, I came back to Holly Springs for Christmas in time to hang the ornament. It had always brought us good luck before. That is, up until last year.

      “Hey, Mads, can you wait a second?”

      Patrick had an odd lilt to his voice. He approached me slowly. “I think we need to talk,” he said apologetically. His voice was unnaturally high.

      Oh, no. It was happening. I was not ready for this. Why would he choose tonight of all nights to force me into a commitment? He knew I was struggling.

      He came toward me slowly, his hands raised in surrender. What was I supposed to say? The guy had been pushing for a closer relationship for months now. It could be argued that I owed him a little give on my part, but I was a firm believer that no one should be pressured into a relationship they weren’t ready for.

      And I was not ready.

      “Listen, Patrick—”

      “No, Mads. You’ve got to let me say it. I know it’s a hard time of year for you and I want to make this as quick and painless as possible.” His gaze was direct.

      Wait a second, what did he say? He wants to make it quick and painless? My breath caught and my heart started beating quickly.

      “We’ve had a lot of fun. And I will always care for you, Mads, you know that. But I just think—”

      “Patrick.”

      “—that you are in a place right now where your focus is—”

      “Patrick.”

      “—on yourself. Which is not a bad thing!” He threw his hands up even further and I grabbed them, startling him.

      “Patrick, I get it,” I said soothingly. “You don’t want to wait around anymore.”

      He watched me dubiously, his teddy bear face forming a frown.

      How was I going to explain to him that it was okay? Yeah, it stung. Break-ups were never easy. But this relationship wasn’t working, and while I had to figure out my own life, I couldn’t expect him to wait around forever.

      “It’s unfair of me to expect you to just wait until I’m ready.”

      “Yeah, but I care about you,” he said, squeezing my fingers. “I want you to be happy, Mads. But I think I’m not the person who is going to make you happy.”

      How did I confirm what he said without sounding like a total brat? It wasn’t about him. It was all my fault the relationship hadn’t worked. He’d been patient and caring. But I was not about to deliver the it’s not you, its me line to Patrick. Maybe if I pointed out the cute girl who had just started working at the elementary school; she’d been coming into the diner for dinner sometimes and seemed mellow and sweet. She was probably the perfect fit for Patrick’s goodness.

      But that would be weird, wouldn’t it?

      He sighed. “What happens next?”

      I let go of his hands. “We’ll always be friends, Patrick. You can’t change that now. Not after twenty years.”

      He nodded, but his solemn eyes caused my heart to turn over. This was probably hurting him more than it was me. I mean, we had dated off and on over the last five years, but never really seriously. And the poor guy had liked me all through high school—a fact I found out awkwardly during our first kiss and would have been fine to never know. I had dated Adam Ferris all through high school and never once looked at Patrick that way.

      But Adam left Holly Springs after high school, like most people do, and we never saw each other much after that. Except, of course, for the random encounter when he was home visiting his parents.

      “Thank you for being honest with me,” I said, trying to temper the situation. He could have sat on this through the holidays. At least he ripped the Band Aid off now and got it over with. I couldn’t stand false pretenses or walking on eggshells.

      He glanced away, his laugh stilted. Guilt, perhaps? I chose not to examine that too closely.

      “Want me to walk you to the tree?” he offered.

      I drew a deep breath. I needed to place my dad’s ornament, and it would be a lot easier if I could do it alone. “That’s okay, but thanks.”

      I hugged him one last time and watched him leave. The bell over the diner door sounded, reverberating in the silence after Patrick was gone. I glanced around the diner. It was small, but cozy. I filled my lungs with the smell of my childhood. Dad had made the best burgers around and people drove all the way from the resorts just for one of The Bell’s Famous Burgers. But no one did that anymore. Ever since we’d had to start relying on the people of Holly Springs to keep afloat, we just weren’t keeping up.

      And I didn’t know what to do about it.

      I groaned, dropping my head into my hands. Loud clapping met my ears from outside. Mayor Chung must have finished her speech. I should probably get out there if I wanted to be back in time to open the diner for customers.

      The door opened suddenly and I leapt back, but not before a large force rammed into me, knocking me from my feet.

      Jake Tyler.

      Fluorescent lights blared into my eyes but the weight of the six-foot-two cover model was evenly distributed over me and I couldn’t budge.

      “Hey, want to hop off?” I asked through shallow breaths. He was pushing on my lungs and they felt like they were about to implode.

      “Sorry!” He rolled off of me, lying beside me on the laminate floor. “Kind of knocked the wind out of me.”

      I turned to look at him, my eyebrow raised. I drew in a deep breath and chuckled. “Yeah, you think?”

      He turned his head sharply, catching my eye and I stilled. I felt connected to him somehow, though I couldn’t explain why.

      He chuckled, breaking the tension. “Oh man, I really didn’t see you. You should think about maybe taking off part of that painting.” He indicated the glass door. I’d given Tessa free rein of the windows for a holiday picture and she’d painted an elaborate Christmas scene with Santa in his sleigh flying over rooftops and smoky chimneys. A set of reindeer were perfectly centered across the door, effectively blocking the glass completely.

      “Decapitate the reindeer?” I asked, pushing myself up on my elbows. “Geeze, no wonder little Bradley was so scared of you. What kind of monster are you?”

      He mirrored my pose, resting back on his own elbows and looking between the front door and me. “That kid is a menace. And I never suggested decapitating anything. I’m not the one who hates Christmas.”

      Bradley was a little troublemaker, but Jake didn’t need to know that. And I didn’t hate Christmas. I loved it.

      I got to my feet, ignoring the desire to shake my arms and loosen them out. “I’ve got a town tradition to take part in. If you’re finished with the insults, I’m going to go.”

      “What tradition?”

      I shook my head. “Just a little thing we do every year. What did you think of the parade?”

      “The white horses for Santa and his little lady were a nice touch.”

      I grinned. “Yeah, well, I’m glad you approve.”

      “Hey,” he said, pulling on my arm. “Why so salty? I’ve enjoyed the little town event tonight.”

      “So that’s why you’re calling it a night?” It wouldn’t even technically qualify as night, probably, it was still so early. And what was his deal? He said he was here to see his grandma and yet I haven’t seen him interact once with an elderly woman. All he did during the parade was meander down toward the tree and back. The guy was a mystery and I really needed to quit thinking about him.

      He was bound to leave soon, anyway. Everyone did.

      “I just don’t know anyone.”

      I tried to ignore the burning sensation of his hand loosely holding my arm. “And why forge relationships when you’re about to head back home?”

      “What?” he asked, dropping my arm. “I’m not leaving yet.”

      I could hear the defensive edge to my tone. “Not that it would bother me if you did. I was just guessing.” I sounded like a six-year-old kid who had lost at Chutes and Ladders.

      His eyebrows drew together.

      “I mean, I will be sad to lose the rent. I’ve got a good thing going here.” I tried to sound super chill but judging by his amusement, I wasn’t succeeding. “Right. So, I’m going to go.”

      I left the diner, shaking out my hands.

      The bell dinged twice behind me and I forced myself not to glance over my shoulder to see if Jake was following me.

      “Hey,” he called.

      Was it rude to ignore him? I’d kind of made a fool of myself in there and I really didn’t want to jump the first time he called to me. Of course, he hadn’t said my name, so it was reasonable to pretend I didn’t know it was me he was yelling for.

      “Madison!”

      Okay, now I had no excuse. I turned around and he had to skid to a stop to keep himself from running into me. “You forgot this, I think,” he said, holding up the clear snowflake ornament I’d left in the diner.

      “Oh, thanks.”

      He smiled and turned back to go the other way while I stood on the sidewalk and watched him. His swagger was confident and clear; he carried himself like a man who knew who he was and what he wanted. That I had let myself think, even for a split second, that he was interested in me was embarrassing.

      I groaned. Good thing I hadn’t told anyone what I thought.

      I could never tell anyone what I’d been thinking. Patrick had only broken up with me twenty minutes ago and I was already looking at another guy.

      What kind of horrible person was I?

      “Hey, girl,” Britney said, coming up beside me on the sidewalk and hip-checking me. “Ready to hang your ornament?”

      I nodded and fell into step beside her. She had on a fuzzy red sweater with jingle bells all over it, her hair was massive and curly, and she had little reindeer earrings hanging from her ears. If I donned that outfit, I would look like I was headed to an ugly Christmas sweater party. Britney simply looked cute.

      “Hey,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “Where’s Patrick?”

      “Actually, we just broke up.”

      “What?” she yelled, stopping in her tracks. “Who did? Where? How did it happen?”

      “Like twenty minutes ago. It was him. I’m not ready and he doesn’t deserve to wait around until I am.” I shrugged. “I don’t really blame him.”

      Her nose scrunched up and she rested a hand on her hip. “I do. What an idiot.”

      I lowered my voice, stepping closer. “Brit, seriously. How bad of a person am I?”

      “You cheated.”

      “What? No!” I rolled my eyes. “Of course not. Where did that come from?”

      “Hot new guy in town,” she said, her voice all sing-songy. “Cute little diner girl. He’s staying in your apartment. It’s not really that crazy.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Do you think Patrick thinks the same thing?”

      She scoffed. “What? No. He wouldn’t notice if you guys made out right in front of him. He’s completely oblivious.”

      “Well, we didn’t,” I reiterated. “Yuck, no. Nothing like that.”

      “Then what makes you such a bad person?”

      I sighed. “That I’m not sad.”

      She watched me a moment too long, scrutinizing me with her gaze. I straightened my shoulders. Britney had known me longer than anyone else in town and I couldn’t hide how I felt from her if I tried. “Patrick is giving me time to focus on me, since that’s all I’ve been doing anyway. And I know it’s bad, but my first reaction was relief. I’m sort of over trying to balance his feelings with my own when my life is so uncertain right now.”

      “The last thing you need is more time alone with your problems, Mads. Seriously? Of course this is going to be a tough month for you and no one would argue that you aren’t handling it well, but you also need to be careful not to let your grief control you.”

      I wanted to argue that she had no idea what she was talking about, but Britney lost her mom right after high school. She understood how it felt.

      “Come on,” she said, stringing her arm through mine, “let’s go hang these ornaments.”

      We weaved through the crowds, smiling at people we knew.

      “Great cake pops!” someone shouted. I lifted my arm up in acknowledgement, though I had no idea who had said it.

      “I’ll grab us some hot chocolate,” Britney said. She hung her ornament on the tree and went off to find the line for concessions.

      I glanced up to the star-glittered sky. Where was the snow? It wouldn’t feel like Christmas until we got snow, regardless of what I’d said to Jake. Maybe it was the weather’s way of helping me through this rough time. I wasn’t ready for it to feel like Christmas, anyway. Not really. Every little reminder of the holidays felt like a small knife in my heart.

      I circled the tree, looking for a good place to hang dad’s snowflake. I wanted it somewhere it wouldn’t be too crowded by other homemade reindeer or crocheted Santa faces. A spot just under eye level appeared further down the tree.

      Perfect.

      I made to step toward it when an older man in a brown tattered jacket stepped in front of me. Weird, I’d never seen him before. He had circular, wire-rimmed glasses and he put his ornament directly in the spot I was going for.

      Would he notice if I moved his after he left? I stood there a moment longer, waiting, but when the man turned to go, he shot me the faintest wink and I felt my breath woosh from my lungs.

      Had he read my mind?

      I glanced to the ornament he’d left behind. It was a wooden hourglass with intricate brass accents and sand running from the top through to the bottom. It had to be an antique of some sort; the thing looked positively ancient.

      There was no way I could move the thing now. Not after that wink.

      I turned and held up my snowflake. It shone from the lights twinkling behind it on the tree. Shutting my eyes, I made a wish, as was my tradition since I was a little girl.

      I wish I had my dad with me this Christmas.

      I reached up and hung my snowflake on a higher branch, shaking out my arms as I walked from the tree. Britney approached me with two steaming to-go cups and offered one while sipping the other. “How’d it go?” she asked.

      “Fine.” Temptation filled me for half a second and I almost told her about the old man and the hourglass, but something held me back.

      It was nice to have some things to myself.

      “Good,” she said. “Should we go sing with the carolers?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “Good.”

      I laughed and followed her from the crowds near the tree. “Hey,” she said, stopping suddenly. “What about the hot new guy? Maybe that’s the kind of distraction you need to get you through the holidays.”

      “Patrick and I just broke up.”

      Britney grinned. “Exactly! Rebound.”

      “Not what I need now, but thanks for the idea.”

      She elbowed me in the side. “A little no-strings-attached never hurt anyone.”

      “On the contrary,” I argued, “it’s hurt a lot of people.”

      She shrugged. “Well, whatever. Just trying to help you out of your slump.”

      I hugged her. “I know. But maybe I’ll throw myself into a little Christmas charity instead of at another guy. It feels a little healthier.”

      “Healthier, maybe,” she conceded. “But a lot less fun.”
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      The small apartment wasn’t too bad, but the microscopic bathroom made me miss my nice marble walk-in shower back home. If nothing else, I knew I could rely on the temperature of the water to remain where I set it in my LA loft. This shower had to be connected to the diner in some way, because it went from scalding hot to icy cold in two seconds flat. There didn’t seem to be a rhyme or reason to it, either.

      I hopped out and dried off, toweling off my hair before throwing on some clothes. I couldn’t stay in Holly Springs forever, and I really did need to give Mark something to work with or he would probably get on a plane and come do my job for me. He liked to show his authority and he didn’t like being patient. But if I could get a little more information today, maybe I could put him off a little longer.

      This little town did not need a flower shop. And I knew that’s what Mark was pushing for.

      Chatter from the diner made its way up the stairs and met me at the landing. The Bell seemed to have picked up pretty well in the last few days. The scattered occupants had quadrupled since the first day I’d arrived.

      Maybe I could help Madison pinpoint the cause and we could replicate it. I’d heard Patrick give her the same idea, but it really was a good idea and she’d seemed to write it off.

      Joey was cooking eggs on the stove behind the bar while the sassy waitress chatted with a booth of men on the far wall. No woman with long dark hair to be seen. I tried to swallow my disappointment.

      “Maddie’s in the back,” Joey said.

      How’d he know I was looking for her? “Cool.”

      I slung my hands in my pockets and walked around the grinning cook, slipping through the doorway into the kitchen.

      “Good morning,” I said. Madison glanced over her shoulder and I felt my stomach flip. She really was gorgeous. Patrick was an idiot.

      “Hey,” she said. “Everything alright?”

      Because something needed to be wrong for me to come and say hello? I guess I thought we were better friends than we were. “Yeah, everything’s great.”

      “And no issues with the apartment?” Her eye had a defensive gleam and I swallowed a chuckle.

      “I think you know that the apartment is fine.”

      “Yes, I do.” She was so self-assured. She liked to act the epitome of the small-town girl, but she would hold her own in LA. I would put money on it.

      Her hands hadn’t left the countertop and I stepped closer to see what she was doing.

      A small two-tiered cake sat on a green colored stand, with columns rising around the perimeter and a larger column lifting from the center. She was painstakingly placing roof slats onto ice cream cones and securing them to the top of the columns.

      “It’s a castle,” I said.

      She nodded, pulling her bottom lip between her teeth as she placed another fondant tile on the cone.

      “Done!” she said, jumping up. I’d leaned in to watch her precision and the back of her head came up and collided with my jaw.

      I saw stars for a second there.

      “Ouch!” she said, moving aside and rubbing the top of her head.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. She had a lot of force in that little jump. Or a super hard head.

      She eyed me. “What is it with you and causing me injuries? I haven’t so much as broken a nail in years and in my few days of knowing you, I’ve gotten hurt almost every time I see you. I really think you might be a hazard.”

      “I’ve been called a lot of things,” I said, stretching my jaw, “but hazardous isn’t one of them. I don’t know whether to take it as a compliment or not.”

      Her face clearly said it was not meant to be taken as a compliment.

      “Maybe I can find solace in the fact that you’re basically hazardous as well. I mean, you almost ran me over with your truck.”

      She scoffed. “That was an accident!”

      “And slamming on your brakes?” I indicated where my forehead was still tender.

      “Shock,” she defended.

      “And standing in the doorway?”

      “Okay, hold up.” She put her hands up. “That one was definitely not my fault. You could have slowed your roll, you know. I was just trying to leave my diner.”

      “You were literally standing right in front of the door.”

      She grinned. “And I got knocked down. So, yeah, that one is another point in my favor.”

      “Maybe this shouldn’t be a competition.”

      She glanced at her phone and sucked a breath through her teeth. “I really should add some more detailing to this cake.” Three half-full piping bags sat nearby with pink, white, and green frosting. She picked them up in succession and began piping flowers and vines along the castle walls. The detail was incredible and watching her slow concentration was soothing.

      “You have anything better to do?” she asked quietly, her eyebrows drawn together while she focused on outlining a window on one of the towers and then surrounding it with ivy.

      “I just thought I would come in here and watch you make tiny leaves all morning. What’s wrong with that?”

      She cracked a smile and I wanted to fist pump the air. I was proud of myself for remaining cool and collected.

      “Who is it for?” I asked.

      “A birthday party. This cute little girl, Jenny, is turning three and she’s obsessed with Rapunzel. She’s bringing me a little figurine to add, too.”

      “Jenny is going to love her cake.”

      “All kids love cake.”

      Couldn’t she just take the compliment? “Well, I think this one looks amazing. But I never saw cakes on your menu.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s because they aren’t.”

      Then what was she doing spending so much time on this cake and not focusing on her actual day job? “Seriously?”

      A tiny girl with a huge purple tutu bounded into the kitchen. “Where is it? Where is it? Where is it?” Her hair was done up in two high pigtails and curled, bouncing along with her jumping. “I want to see my cake!”

      “Jenny,” I said.

      Madison shot me a grin and then leaned down, resting her frosting-covered hands on her knees. “You ready to see your Rapunzel castle, Jenny?”

      She nodded exuberantly and Madison stepped out of the way, framing the cake with her hands. “Ta-da!”

      Jenny gasped. “Miss Bell, its beautiful!”

      A woman with blonde hair and striking green eyes rushed into the kitchen. “Madison! Sorry! I told her to wait for me to get off the phone before coming inside.”

      “She’s fine.” Madison shrugged. “Do you have the Rapunzel?”

      “Yes!” The woman pulled a little figurine from her pocket and handed it over. She gave me a perfunctory, confused smile before stepping closer to see the cake. “Madison, it’s gorgeous!”

      “I’m so glad you like it.” She placed the tiny plastic princess on the cake and stepped back. “Can I grab some photos before I box it up?”

      “Of course.”

      “Hey,” Madison said, hesitating, “what do you think about letting Jenny pose with it?”

      “That’s fine with me,” the mom said.

      “And I can post it?”

      She nodded. “Totally.”

      Madison whipped out her phone and angled the cake, taking a few different shots. “Okay, cute girl,” she said to Jenny, who kept sneaking licks of icing from the pink piping bag slouched on the counter. I sincerely hoped Madison was planning on tossing that icing after they left. “Can you stand right here next to your cake? Perfect.” She leaned forward and angled the child. “Now smile for me. Awesome. Now can you strike a pose?”

      Jenny immediately leaned one hand on her hip and threw the other one up in the air like she was modeling in a pageant. Maybe she was one of those little pageant girls. I eyed up her mom, but she looked too normal and unstressed to be a pageant mom.

      “Perfect!” Madison laughed, and Jenny did too. I glanced over her shoulder at the phone. The pictures turned out really well. “Let me just get you a box and I can help you walk it to your car.”

      The women got to chatting about a big town event the mom was in charge of, and I slipped from the kitchen, grabbing a seat at the bar. It took Joey a minute to notice me, but I wasn’t complaining. I needed to grab more time with Madison and hovering in her kitchen didn’t seem to be working.

      The alternative—going to spy on my grandma again—didn’t seem as appealing at the moment. I needed to figure out why my parents didn’t have a relationship with her, but breakfast first.

      “What can I get you?” Joey asked.

      “You have bacon?” I asked. He nodded. “Then bacon and eggs.”

      I waited for my breakfast, catching glimpses of Madison talking to Jenny’s mom through the doorway like a creepy stalker. I tried to pretend I wasn’t watching her when they walked through the diner with the cake. My plate arrived and I ate it slowly, dragging out my meal while waiting for Madison to come back.

      The sassy waitress came up beside me, leaning against the bar with her hip and crossing her arms over her chest. “Can I get you anything else? You want some orange juice to go with that?”

      “No, thanks. I’m good.”

      “You sure? I don’t mind.”

      She shouldn’t mind. It’s her job. I smiled at the girl but shook my head. “I’m satisfied.”

      Her pout was almost comical; I did my best to not pull a face. Madison passed us then and something innate made me want to move away from the waitress. But I had no reason to try and impress Madison anyway. She had a boyfriend.

      Unless Patrick had followed through yesterday and broken up with her.

      I wished there was a way to find that out without sounding like a creep.

      Lucky for me, Madison seemed pretty distracted by her phone. She almost walked into the doorway but righted herself just in time. If I leaned a little to the left, I could see her through the doorway. She’d turned to lean against the counter beside her frosting mess and was engrossed in her phone. Would it be too much if I went back in there? Or would I start to make my interest obvious? I wouldn’t want her thinking it was the wrong kind of interest.

      I tried to remind myself that this relationship was strictly professional.

      I paid for my breakfast and left the diner, my nerves rising. Sliding into the front seat of my Audi, I drove the perimeter of town, observing the distance between houses and the vast amount of extra space. Mountains closed in around us and I felt claustrophobic in a way the city never made me feel. Pulling onto the dirt on the side of the road I got out and walked around the car, filling my lungs with fresh, crisp air. The smell of pines and earth filled my nose and I dropped my head back, finding sky intermingled with mountain peaks and white clouds.

      I felt so small and insignificant beside the monstrous Rocky Mountains. But in a way, it felt more meaningful than a high rise building in the heart of LA ever could.

      I was beginning to see why my grandma refused to leave Holly Springs.

      The town was quaint, and cute, but actually quite a bit bigger than I’d imagined. There were a lot of people at the event last night. Of course, it couldn’t compare to what I was used to in LA, but there were far more than fifty people here like I had let myself imagine. Streets of big houses with porches and white painted swings dotted the countryside. Log cabin houses were built up into the side of the mountain.

      It was rugged, but the people were not. And I would look really good on a front porch swing with a red plaid shirt and my arm around a brunette.

      Grinning over my ridiculous fantasy, I hopped back into my car and drove to spy on my grandmother’s house again. Careful not to park anywhere near Bradley’s house, I found a new vantage point. It was silly and I probably would get nothing from these reconnaissance missions, but I enjoyed them nonetheless.

      My father was not a horrible man. He cared about his business and couldn’t stand to be away from it for too long, but that didn’t mean he loved it more than he did his family. He made time every year for vacations with just the four of us. And he clearly was not a snob, or he wouldn’t have married my mom right after college.

      But the story I grew up knowing—that my grandma on my mom’s side was not interested in a relationship with us—didn’t sit right either. And after meeting the woman at the library, I really had a hard time believing it.

      I didn’t want to learn something about my father that I would come to regret. But I also wasn’t about to let this lie with no answers. Mrs. Hart deserved to tell her side of the story.

      Only, I had a job to do first and if I didn’t report something to Mark soon, he was going to throw a fit. I knew my brother well.

      I pulled my phone out and sent him a text.

      

      Getting new details. It may be worth keeping the tenant after all.

      

      Vague and slightly dishonest, but what Mark didn’t know wasn’t going to wreck his business. And I wasn’t about to kick out a hardworking woman during the holidays. Not before I’d had a solid chance to help her fix her business first.
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      Tessa sat on the bar and snapped her gum. My whole body tensed at the noise and I flexed my fingers.

      “Do you want to take off early tonight?” I asked her through my teeth.

      Her gaze swept the empty dining room and she turned to me, popping her gum again. “Sure.” She shrugged.

      The moment she hopped off the counter I swiped my rag over it, scrubbing it clean. The bell dinged over the doorway at her departure and I pulled out the lemon cleanser to wipe down all the booths. If I didn’t need her help part of the time, I would have fired her ages ago. But at present, I needed her.

      The bell dinged again and I finished wiping the corner booth before turning to find Jake watching me.

      “Busy day?” he asked. His coat was zipped all the way up and the edge of his nose was red from the cold.

      I shot him a wry smile, my mouth moving of its own accord. “Clearly. I guess the new town attraction isn’t holding interest anymore.”

      He moved closer and leaned against a table, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “What is it?”

      “You.” I grinned, using my wrist to move a strand of hair out of my eyes.

      He chuckled. “You guys really need to get a movie theater out here or something.”

      “Hey,” I scoffed, tossing the rag at him, “we’ve got a theater and a nickel arcade. What more could a small town like this need?”

      He tossed the rag back and I caught it. “Maybe a Target?”

      I wrinkled my nose at him, then winced due to the lingering bruise. “I can order almost anything I need online. We’re doing fine here.”

      “Clearly,” he said, looking around dramatically. He ran a hand over his scruff. “I did notice you’ve got a library.”

      I moved back behind the counter and rinsed out the rag, putting the cleaner away. “Do you read much?”

      He grinned unabashedly. “No, but the library has great Wi-Fi.”

      “So do I.”

      “Which is why I only went to the library once. Hey, I got a picture of you yesterday with your cake pops. Want me to send it over?”

      What did he mean, with my cake pops? While I was making them? No. I would have seen that. I nodded, unclear on what was coming to me. He’d slid down to sit in the booth and I came around the front of the counter and hopped up on a stool. Where a normal person sits while waiting for customers.

      Slipping my phone from my pocket, I waited for the buzz and slid it open. Wow. He had an eye for photography, I’d give him that. He caught me laughing with Mr. Rollins at the parade and my tray of bells was mostly full. I never got around to catching a picture of myself with the cake pops yesterday and this one would be perfect to post on my feed.

      “Hey, do you mind if I post it?” I asked.

      “Only if I get photo cred.”

      “Impossible,” I said smugly. “We aren’t FotoFeed friends.”

      His gaze was full of energy that grabbed onto me with force and connected us at once. “We can remedy that.”

      His follow notification popped up and I hesitated only slightly before clicking follow back. I lifted my gaze to watch his reaction while he surfed my pictures and I wasn’t disappointed. His eyebrows drew higher and higher until they fell at once.

      “Your dad died on Christmas? That must have been horrible.”

      Wow. Way to be blunt.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quickly, pocketing his phone and crossing the diner swiftly. “That was tactless.”

      I shook my head. “It’s fine. I posted it on a public page. It’s not a secret or anything.”

      The door opened and a group of high school kids came in. They would want the corner booth, as it was the only table I had that could fit all of them. I gathered menus while the kids sat down, then distributed them before taking drink orders.

      Jake’s gaze followed me like a beacon of sunlight and warmed my back while I dealt with my customers. He moved to the bar and took a stool, watching me with sorrowful eyes while I filled glasses with drinks and delivered them.

      “You’ve really got to quit staring at me,” I said, topping a milkshake off with whipped cream and a cherry.

      “I didn’t mean to be so—”

      “Tactless. Right. It’s not a big deal.”

      He ran a hand over his scruff. “It just shocked me for some reason. On Christmas? That’s terrible.”

      I shrugged. “It’s no big deal.”

      “It can be a big deal. Is that why you hate Christmas music?”

      “I don’t hate Christmas music. I’m just not ready…you know…for the reminders. Yet.”

      He watched me deliver the milkshake and I wanted to shake him. I was a grown woman. I was not a child. Losing my dad was really hard on me, but I was not about to fall into a heap on the floor simply because one man brought it up. I was the one who posted about it on FotoFeed. Of course, I’d only posted to explain my month-long hiatus right after his death, but that was beside the point. If it was publicly posted, I couldn’t complain that someone had seen it.

      Coming back around the bar, I leaned forward on the counter, looking him in the eyes. “Let’s not make this awkward, Jake.”

      “More awkward than you staring into my eyes so closely?” he asked softly.

      Laughter bubbled out of me and I leaned away, but not before his answering grin caused my stomach to flip over. Butterflies batted their delicate wings around my rib cage and I moved as far from him as I could, leaning back against the cool stove.

      “So that’s what all the food pictures are for,” he said. “You have a social media presence.”

      “So do you,” I countered.

      He slipped out his phone and opened it, swiping the screen with his fingers until he found what he was looking for. Placing his phone on the counter, he pointed to it. It was the picture of Jenny from that morning with the Rapunzel cake. “Not like this. You’ve already got two thousand likes on this picture. Do you realize your potential here?”

      Potential for what? Showing off some cupcakes? People liked my creations. I made cute desserts and people online liked looking at them. It was a side hobby, and nothing else. I wasn’t going to start selling them or anything. That sounded like a legitimate nightmare.

      “You sound crazy.”

      He scoffed. “Crazy is sitting on a gold mine and literally doing nothing about it.”

      We simply weren’t going to see eye to eye on this. It was fun sharing my baking creations with the online world and chatting with fans about my techniques. It put my culinary degree to good use. But that was as far as it went. I ran a diner, not a bakery.

      “Have you seen your grandma today?” I asked. His head snapped up.

      “No, why?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “I just find it interesting that you said you were in Holly Springs for your grandma and yet you spend all your time here.”

      His gaze shifted away and back. It was the smallest movement, but it still planted misgiving in me. I had been teasing him, but now I began to wonder if he had, in fact, made up this elusive grandmother figure.

      But if she wasn’t real, then what was it that drew him to Holly Springs?

      My mind flashed back to the moment I’d waited for him in the apartment and joked with Patrick about his potential serial killer aura. Narrowing my eyes at him, I considered him from head to toe. He was handsome, check. He was charismatic, another check. He might have created a fictitious grandmother character to explain his presence in our small town…check.

      He tilted his head to the side and I stepped back, swallowing.

      He also lived above my diner and was often alone with me…

      “What on earth is going through your head right now?”

      I laughed awkwardly. “Just contemplating on whether you are a serial killer or not.”

      “Well,” he said, giving me a curious look, “I’m not. And I’ll take the hint. We can revisit your FotoFeed platform later. For now, I want to know what you put in those cake pops to make them taste so delicious.”

      “Nothing special.” I grinned as I walked away from him to check on the table of teenagers. I felt his eyes on my back while I chatted with the table. I always was a good judge of character, or so I liked to think. When it boiled down to it, Jake Tyler didn’t set off any major warning bells within me.

      Of course, if he could prove his grandma was real that would go a long way in making me feel more comfortable around him. But that was probably easily accomplished.

      The bell above the front door dinged and I waved at Britney while finishing up the cupcake order for two of the high schoolers. They weren’t on the menu, but the kids knew to ask what I had on hand. “You guys are in luck,” I said. “I’ve got two left of the Oreo and they are yours.”

      “Yes!” the cute blonde girl said. “Those are my fave.”

      I couldn’t help but grin as I plated the cupcakes and took them back to the teenagers. If I was being honest, I would be satisfied to make nothing but cupcakes for the rest of my days. Of course, the odd macaron wouldn’t go amiss, or an occasional series of dessert bars.

      I filled and placed a Diet Coke in front of Britney while she chatted with Jake. She paused a moment to sip her soda and kept talking without missing a beat. Jake slid his gaze to me momentarily, a little smile playing on his lips.

      My smile came automatically in return.

      “And then I just didn’t know what to do so I threw everything into the pot and turned the burner up higher and made a weird sort of Asian soup. Of course, I don’t actually think curry is meant to be mixed with the noodles I tried to make but add a little extra water and it turned out alright.” Britney shrugged, turning unrepentant eyes on me. “But I’m not the chef here. I was just craving some good Thai food and figured I’d give it a try.”

      Amusement shone on Jake’s face as he nodded. “And did you get some good Thai food?”

      “Definitely not. But I tried.” Britney looked at me, smiling as though she had a secret. “You seem completely heartbroken.”

      “Because your Thai dinner turned into soup?”

      Shaking her head, her facetious smile grew wider. “Because of Patrick.”

      My disloyal eyes sought Jake’s and I quickly trained them back on Britney. “It’s fine.”

      “Clearly.”

      Okay, she needed to stop now. She was obviously implying that Jake was helping to ease me through my break-up and I wanted to smack her for it.

      “So he did it then?” Jake asked. Britney and I looked at him in unison.

      “How did you know?” she asked. “You didn’t put him up to it, did you?”
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      I threw my hands up in surrender. Britney looked angry all of a sudden, but Madison simply looked confused. Her nose scrunched up on her face and she tilted her head to the side. It was an adorable pose and reminded me of my mom’s little pug. But obviously Madison was cuter. And less wrinkly.

      “Of course not!” I defended.

      “Then how did you know Patrick was going to break up with her?” Britney countered.

      Madison leaned back against the stove, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’d like to know the same thing.”

      “Patrick mentioned it yesterday.”

      Britney didn’t seem to think that was enough of an explanation. “And?”

      I shrugged. “That was it.” I turned toward Madison. “I’m sorry. You do seem to be holding up alright, though.” I clenched my teeth together. That was a stupid thing to say.

      Madison looked at her friend. “I’m going to start wrapping the cakes.” She nodded toward the back table of high schoolers. “Let me know if I’m needed out here?”

      Britney saluted and Madison walked out without so much as a backward glance at me. Well, that bungled things.

      “You’re really screwing this up, aren’t you?”

      I looked at Britney. Her curly blonde hair was as big as her personality. Infusing my glare with a healthy dose of superiority, I watched her for a minute. I should have known she wouldn’t back down so easily.

      “You’re really blunt,” I said wryly. “You know that, right?”

      Nodding unrepentantly, she flipped her hair over her shoulder and crossed one leg over the other knee. “And Mads is my best friend. She could use a distraction right now and you seem like you could too.”

      A teenager from the back table came up to us. “Can you guys tell Miss Bell that we left money on the table?”

      “Sure thing,” I said.

      The bell sounded three times in succession as the kids left, and we were alone in the dining room.

      “Just don’t set her up with any high expectations, please?” Britney said. For once she had a serious expression and I found myself wanting to make sure I didn’t disappoint her. “Don’t make her fall for you and then vanish from town.”

      “You ready?” Madison asked, coming from the kitchen with a basket full of cellophane and ribbon. And jingle bells, apparently, if the way she jingled with every step was an indication.

      Britney hopped to her feet. “That table left money for you.”

      Madison glanced back and then shrugged. “Great. I’ll just take care of that later. We’re late.”

      Britney paused, watching me expectantly. “You coming?”

      Madison stared at her, unblinking. I was fairly positive she wanted me to say no.

      “I’d love to,” I said directly to Madison.

      She rolled her eyes, but I caught her smile before she turned for the door.

      I followed them outside. Madison locked the door behind me and we piled into her old blue pickup truck and took off down the road. The cab immediately smelled like baked bread.

      “What’s in the basket?”

      “Fruitcake,” Britney said.

      Madison shrugged, her hands gripping the steering wheel as she maneuvered the truck with ease. “The old people love it.”

      Old people? “What exactly are we doing?”

      Madison pulled into the parking lot of a large, rambling house. “You can sing, right?” she asked as she put the truck into park.

      Chuckling nervously, I refused to answer her.

      Sing? No, not really. I had no talent for it, at least. Hopefully we weren’t caroling or anything like that. Not that I’d ever done it before, but the carolers in the movies all had loud voices and cheesy smiles and I was fairly positive I was incapable of either of those things.

      I followed the women inside and waited while they chatted with the front desk receptionist. Madison shot me a look over her shoulder and I was glad, at least, that I could supply some entertainment for her. She must have loved the unease I was exuding.

      “Down here,” she said, and I obeyed, following her down a hallway lined with tinsel garland and wreath-endowed doors. We stopped at the first room on the left and Madison knocked.

      “Knock, knock!” she said, stepping inside. An older man lay in a bed and she handed him a cellophane-wrapped, jingle bell-equipped miniature loaf of fruitcake. “Do you have a special request?”

      His wrinkled eyes twinkled. “We Wish You a Merry Christmas.”

      Madison and Britney shared a look and then began immediately. I didn’t get the memo, so it took me a second to join in. But Britney only glanced back at me once while we sang. Our voices melded together into a decent sound and I caught Madison’s eye as I moved forward to stand beside her. Of all the things I expected to be doing this evening, this certainly wasn’t one of them.

      As the song came to an end, Madison and Britney hugged the older man and asked him a few questions about his holiday plans with his grandkids before we moved on to the next room.

      The process repeated itself for the next twelve rooms as Madison and Britney painstakingly listened to every single person and sang the song they chose. I stood in the back and listened, adding my mediocre voice to their angelic ones during the songs. A few older women begged introductions but for the most part they were pleased to simply say hello and let us do our part.

      “Are you enjoying yourself yet?” Madison whispered, hanging back to walk with me down a side hallway to another door at the end. Her glowing smile warmed my chest and my breath caught momentarily by her shining blue eyes.

      I’d noticed how attractive she was the moment I found her sprawled on the sidewalk that first day I’d met her, but even now, with the concealer covering her bruises and a nice yellow tint to her skin, she was radiant.

      “Yeah,” I said, my voice coming out low. I cleared my throat and she shot me an amused look before following Britney into the next room.

      “Nana!” Britney sang, coming around the bed to hug an elderly woman lying on the bed with perfectly coiffed white hair and a pair of sloping, cat-eye glasses. She grinned at us, immediately assessing me as I stepped into her room.

      “Nana, allow me to introduce our friend, Jake Tyler.”

      A gasp sounded behind us and I turned around to see a woman standing in the door holding a dinner tray. Her pale face went white as a ghost and I reached forward to grab the tray before it could slip from her fingers.

      Grandma Hart.

      “I wondered,” she said quietly, as though only to herself. “That day in the library.”

      I nodded, because I didn’t know what else to do. She had recognized me, then, and the thought squeezed my heart. I was sure if she continued to stare at me with those glassy eyes that I would follow suit and tear up, and I couldn’t let myself cry in front of these women.

      I laughed instead, because I didn’t know what else to do. “Hello, Mrs. Hart.”

      Her face immediately transformed to a wry smile. “I think you are entitled to call me Grandma, young man. I didn’t raise your mother for nothing. I earned that title.”

      So she was a bit of a spitfire, too? I could see the resemblance to my mom at once and something about the similarities between the women gave me a sense of peace and belonging.

      I’d made the right choice in coming here. Hopefully my family would agree with me, too.

      “May I have my dinner, Mr. Tyler?”

      I spun back around. The older woman lying in her bed was grinning. I placed the tray over her knees.

      “I do love a good soap opera,” she said, leaning toward Britney.

      Britney grinned. “Me, too.”

      I caught Madison’s eye and she gave me a supportive smile. She looked pleased, but I didn’t know why.

      “It’s a room of grandmas,” I said, trying to fill the silence. I got a handful of blank stares and a very confused looking Madison. “Your Nana,” I explained.

      All of the women laughed. Apparently, I’d missed the joke somewhere. “This is Holly Springs’s Nana,” Britney said. “Not my actual grandma. Everyone just calls her that.”

      “And I love it,” Nana said, chewing her dinner. “Now what are you planning to sing to me?”

      “What would you like?” Madison asked.

      “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer.”

      A beat of silence passed before the women jumped into the song. I took a moment longer to recover and join in, watching my grandmother from the corner of my eye. I was more nervous than I’d ever been before and it felt odd. She was clearly accepting of me, which didn’t make any sense.

      Had I worried for nothing?
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      Of course Nana would choose this song; she did every year. We could have warned Jake, but it was funnier this way. And his face did not disappoint.

      I let Britney finish out the last note strong while I dug in the basket for the bag of cookies I’d tucked there. I slipped it to Nana and returned her wink. I’d learned long ago that she wouldn’t abide fruitcake. None of that nasty jelly-filled bread for me, please.

      Jake and his grandma looked uncomfortable. It was clear he hadn’t expected to see her, and she obviously hadn’t seen him in years. We needed to give them space, but it was probably helpful for both of them to process the situation for a moment.

      I just felt a massive amount of relief that the grandma was real. The chance of Jake being a serial killer had just reduced dramatically.

      I sidled up next to him and bumped him with my elbow. “You want to hang back? We can meet you at the car whenever you’re ready.”

      He smiled down at me, gratitude in his eyes, and nodded.

      After I wrapped Nana up in a warm hug, I squeezed her hands once. “I hope you have a wonderful Christmas.”

      Her eyes twinkled. “You know I will.”

      Britney and I left, moving down the hall to finish the last of the rooms. It took us another half hour to complete our rounds, then we found Tiffany at the front desk. I handed her the other bag of cookies I’d wrapped up. “Don’t share them with your grandkids,” I said. She simply nodded and tucked them into her purse.

      “Mrs. Hart stopped by and asked me to tell you that she’ll be giving your friend a ride home.”

      I had wondered if that would happen. It didn’t surprise me in the least.

      I felt the warm glow permeate my body from singing to the older men and women in the care home. Their sweet spirits always helped my own to soar and tonight was no exception.

      It was the first time this whole holiday season I hadn’t resented Christmas—regardless of the overabundance of cheesy Christmas carols. I glanced to the stars, wondering if Dad was watching me now. He likely walked through the halls behind us, making his jokes to the patrons and singing baritone with Jake. I could picture his presence there, and it buoyed my spirits even more.

      I slid into the driver’s seat of Dad’s old Ford and turned on the radio to the oldies station that played relentless Christmas music all month long, ignoring Britney’s pointed look as she hopped up next to me.

      My stomach growled, vibrating against the seat. The last thing I wanted to do was cook, and I had a sign up at the diner explaining that we were closed for the evening. “Want to grab a burger at The Pub?”

      I looked straight out the front windshield but I could perfectly imagine Britney’s sleek blonde eyebrow arching up in surprise.

      “Can I invite Todd? I was supposed to meet him after this.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize he was back in town.” Britney’s boyfriend since the third grade, Todd, had come and gone from Holly Springs on an eternal basis with his job as a computer marketing specialist. Apparently, there were a lot of people in America who needed help learning how to market their computers, because Todd was gone more often than he was home.

      I wasn’t bitter about the way he left Britney constantly at all. Ugh.

      I bared my teeth in a semblance of a smile. “Of course!”

      “Try to sound a little more believable when he gets there, please.”

      Guilt flowed through me upon hearing her dejected voice. She tried to cover it well, but I knew it hurt her how Todd and I couldn’t quite get along. It never used to be this bad, but lately I was pretty positive he was just stringing Britney along because he could.

      I pulled into the spot behind the diner where my truck often sat, and we walked down Main Street toward The Pub. We Wish You a Merry Christmas played over the speakers on the main walk and I would have laughed if it wasn’t so annoying. Did anyone know any other Christmas songs? I was over this one.

      The Pub was crawling with people and we chose a table in the back beside a large black and white photo of Main Street from nearly a hundred years prior. Sepia-toned horses and buggies parked beside the first vehicles to grace the town’s dirt roads; it was a time long before our own.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket as if it wanted to remind me of the vast differences between the priorities of those long-ago days and our own screen infested world. Jake’s comments earlier about maximizing the platform I’d grown on FotoFeed hadn’t left my mind all day and the possibilities he implied bounced around my thoughts. In truth, I didn’t quite know what he meant by it. But the potential had planted itself in my brain and refused to leave.

      “Hey, babe!” Todd’s overpowering voice reached us from halfway across The Pub. He crossed the rest of the floor in a few strides and Britney leapt from her chair to jump into his arms.

      Gross.

      After their very public display of I missed you! and a lot of kissing, they seated themselves across from me, Todd’s arm lazily strewn across the back of the bench and Britney nestling herself into the space there.

      “Hey, Todd. How was Raleigh?”

      He grinned. “Fantastic. But you want to know what’s even better?”

      I looked at him expectantly. His blond hair was pushed to the side, his shirtsleeves rolled up in a careless, relaxed business look. His cheesy grin broadened. “I’ve got two weeks off before I’m headed to Fort Worth and I’m spending every second with my girl.”

      Spare me.

      “That’s wonderful!”

      Britney shot me a look and I toned down my enthusiasm. Had I laid it on a little too strong?

      We ordered dinner and I listened to Todd talk a hundred words a minute until the food was delivered. I almost wished I’d timed him. Or I could have made a game out of how many times Britney had opened her mouth to speak, only to close it, the opportunity missed.

      Todd was a bulldozer. There was no other way to describe him.

      My phone buzzed and I fished it out from my pocket, surprised to find a text from Jake marked twenty minutes prior.

      

      The diner is locked. Can you come let me in?

      

      Another text followed, the time stamp indicated one minute ago.

      

      No rush or anything but can you give me a general ETA?

      

      Estimated time of arrival. Shoot. I hadn’t even noticed the first message or I would have run over to let him in while the food was being cooked. My chicken sandwich was hot on my plate in front of me, the steam tickling my nose. Jake had actually just created the best situation possible for me. I smiled to myself as I texted him back.

      

      I just saw this. Sorry! Give me five minutes.

      

      I hesitated, glancing at my dinner before adding,

      

      Actually, make that seven.

      

      His reply was instant.

      

      Deal. But it better not be eight.

      

      I slid my phone back into my pocket and grabbed my sandwich with both hands, taking a monstrous bite.

      “whoa, girl, slow down. You’re going to choke.”

      “I’m not five years old,” I complained around my bite of chicken. “And I’ve got to run. Jake’s locked out.”

      Todd’s eyebrows rose. “Who’s Jake?”

      I swallowed. “The guy renting my apartment,” I said quickly before Britney could explain with her own spin on the situation. I knew she would tell him everything eventually—if he let her get a word in—but I needed to get out of there, and I didn’t want to spend my precious six minutes left correcting her.

      I ate the thing faster than I should have and hopped up. Two minutes left.

      “Good to see you, Todd. Bye, Brit.”

      I left without paying for my dinner. I’d settle up with Britney next time. It was what we did.

      After speed walking down the sidewalk, I jogged across the street. No one was near the front door of the diner. He must be waiting by the back. I slipped through a narrow alley to the back of the building and around the corner as a sharp pain ripped down my side.

      Clutching my side, I paused before the back door. I really hadn’t exercised in quite a while and it was painfully obvious by the massive side ache I was experiencing now.

      “You made it with about ten seconds to spare,” Jake said, pushing away from the shadows lining the back of the building.

      “Yeah…just…give me…a second.” I gasped for breath in between my words, careful not to blow sandwich breath toward Jake. I leaned forward, resting my hands on my knees. I wasn’t like the super fit jogger beside me. I never ran.

      He chuckled. “You know I was kidding, right?”

      I looked up under my lashes at his handsome face grinning down at me and an overwhelming desire to jump up and kiss him took over me.

      What?! Where had that come from?

      I nearly fell over from the shock of my ridiculous thoughts and I squeezed my eyes closed, disloyalty spreading through me.

      But, wait a second. I was single now. Patrick had broken up with me more than twenty-four hours before. If I found the visitor attractive and daydreamed about kissing him, I was breaking zero rules, ethical or otherwise.

      I rose slowly, my breathing beginning to regain a normal speed. What would he say if I jumped him right this second? In the dark shadows of the back side of Main Street there were zero spectators and very little light. The whole thing could be quite romantic…if Jake didn’t panic first.

      I sounded crazy. And besides, I had chicken sandwich breath. Kissing was not ideal when one’s mouth tasted like garlic and sourdough.
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      I knew it was going to make me sound crazy, but I was about eighty percent positive Madison was thinking about kissing me right now.

      Not that I would complain, of course. It was a perfectly acceptable scenario to me.

      Her gaze found mine and locked in, her eyes flickering down to my mouth a few times. She straightened her posture but said nothing, her mind clearly working through whatever was going on in that brain of hers.

      I was fine to sit and wait until she made up her mind. I would have done something to help her along the path to my lips if I didn’t think pushing her at all would completely frighten her away. Instead I stood still, watching the indecision flicker across her face until she took an infinitesimal step back and my shoulders sank accordingly.

      Darn. I was really looking forward to that.

      “Did you eat dinner?” she asked, pulling keys from her pocket and unlocking the diner’s door. “I can whip you up something really quick.”

      “I actually had a tray of my own. Compliments of the Hidden Acres Home.”

      She paused halfway through the door and looked back over her shoulder. Her face was screwed up in a mixture of surprise and disgust.

      “Yeah, the meatloaf tasted exactly how it looked on those trays. But I was raised to have good manners and I couldn’t turn down the offer.”

      “You could have lied,” she said, moving into the kitchen and flipping on lights.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I probably will next time.”

      She rummaged around in the refrigerator and brought out a small clear carton with a light green slice of pie inside. “Here,” she said, offering it to me with a fork. “I’d plate it, but you may as well just eat it from the carton.”

      “Thanks.” I sat at the bar and opened the plastic container. “Key lime pie?”

      She nodded, picking up a gray bin and moving to the back table to clear the dishes.

      The first bite of pie hit my tongue with an explosion of tart lime and a subtle, creamy sweetness. “This is amazing,” I said while she walked back and dumped the dishes into the sink. Turning the water on, she wet a rag and went back to clean the table.

      “Thanks.”

      “Do you sell this in the diner?”

      “Sometimes,” she answered, preparing the table for the next guests in the morning. “There’s a few regulars on the menu, but dessert is usually whatever I’ve got whipped up and in the fridge.”

      I shoveled the last bite into my mouth and shut my eyes. It did the trick and completely erased the meatloaf aftertaste from earlier. I tossed my fork into the sudsy sink and shut the water off, since it had neared the brimming point, and threw my container in the trash.

      I moved into the diner and started stacking chairs onto tables.

      “So, how’d it go?” she asked. I knew she meant my grandma, but I still couldn’t believe what had happened tonight. Let alone what was said.

      “It was informative, actually.” I paused in the center of the diner floor, holding an upturned chair in my hands. “I don’t really know what to think.”

      She nodded as if she understood. I had a feeling she had an empathetic soul.

      “I mean, I’ve never met this woman in my life, and she hugged me like I was her long-lost grandson who she actually wanted to see.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “First time ever?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, of course she wanted to see you. She’s your grandmother.”

      I shook my head, disbelieving. “That’s not the story I’ve been fed my entire life.” I paused, setting the chair upside down on a nearby table. “And now I don’t know what to believe.”

      “Well,” she said decidedly, crossing the diner and pulling herself onto the table beside me. She rested her feet on a chair I’d yet to pick up and looked me in the eye. “I’ve known Mrs. Hart my entire life and I would bet my entire diner that she was telling you the truth.”

      Given that she was about to be evicted from the worthless diner, that wasn’t saying much. But I understood her sentiment.

      Pulling a chair from a different table I spun it around and straddled it. I would have sat on the table opposite Madison, but I was fairly positive it would break under my weight.

      “And I would have put money on my dad,” I argued. “What reason would he have for lying to us? But then again, her story makes so much more sense.”

      Silence sat between us, heavy with the things that weren’t being said. She sighed, delivering a small smile. “I won’t lie and pretend I don’t want to know, because I am dying to hear both sides of the story here. But on a more mature note, it might also be helpful for you to get it all out.” She lifted both arms. “And to a stranger, no less. Who am I going to tell?”

      “The entire town of Holly Springs?”

      She scoffed. “I am no tattle-monger.”

      “What on earth is that?”

      Grinning, she flipped her hair over her shoulder. “A gossip.”

      I chuckled. Small town girls said the weirdest things.

      Still, she had a point. I needed to talk to someone, and I couldn’t call Mark. He’d be furious. He was loyal to my dad in an unbending way. Loyalty was an admirable trait, but blind devotion without even considering another viewpoint was foolish. Focusing on my nail beds, I tried to make sense of the things I’d learned that evening. My mind couldn’t wrap around my grandmother’s story.

      “I never knew my grandmother on my mom’s side.” I cautioned a glance at Madison and she watched me intently, her face a picture of concentration. “We knew she lived in a podunk little town in the Rocky Mountains, but Dad always told us she wanted nothing to do with us. My mom hardly ever said anything about it, but I always got the sense that was because it was hard on her.”

      Madison sat quietly, listening to my tale. I’d never really talked about this with anyone else before and just saying the words that had been running repeatedly through my mind lately was therapeutic.

      “Grandma Hart didn’t go into details of the falling out. I think she must be a superior being, because she didn’t want to make my parents look bad. But she said they didn’t see eye to eye on an important matter and the rest was history.”

      “Did she give any hints about the nature of the falling out? I have a hard time imagining what would keep a mother and daughter apart for so long.”

      “You don’t know my dad,” I said. “He’s stubborn and defiant. I’m sure those are the main reasons he’s become so successful, but it’s probably also the reason I’ve never known Grandma Hart. I can easily believe it’s all his fault and that annoys me. To no end.”

      Madison tilted her head to the side, a degree of pity crossing her face. “Maybe you should get all of the facts before placing blame. It sounds to me like you still have vague explanations on both sides.”

      I hated to admit it, but she was probably right. I drew in a deep breath, filling my lungs with oil-tainted diner air and letting it back out slowly. “What would I do without your concise reasoning?”

      She smiled at me, and we sat across from one another in silence. Madison’s long, dark hair swung over her shoulder, and her blue eyes were soft and compassionate. Was she still riding the emotional high from her caroling earlier? I wanted to check in with her about her grief and her father’s death, but that hadn’t gone over so well the last time I brought it up. Of course, I’d just blurted it out all loud and awkwardly, so that could have been part of the problem.

      “Are you planning on confronting your parents?”

      I ran a hand down my face, rubbing my scruff. “Yes. Eventually. Probably not before Christmas, of course.”

      “Why? So you can be uncomfortable during the holidays to avoid an awkward conversation?”

      I tried not to be offended by her bluntness. “So everyone else won’t be uncomfortable during the holidays.”

      “Then you want to act fake around your family instead?” she countered.

      “No. Well…” I paused. She had a point. But it’s just what you were supposed to do. “It’s Christmas.”

      “Exactly. It’s Christmas. Why should one day make such an impact on when you speak to your parents about this? Patrick didn’t wait until after the holidays to break up with me just so we didn’t have to endure the holidays and a break-up at the same time, and I’m glad for it. If he’s done, then he’s done, and I don’t want him around pretending to want to be with me just because it’s Christmas.”

      “That’s different.”

      One of her dark eyebrows came up. “How?”

      “Because I’m not as mature as Patrick.” I chuckled to soften the joke, but she just watched me, unamused. I didn’t want to get into it now. This had moved into the realm of stressful and was no longer as therapeutic as it had begun. Maybe it was time to call it a night.

      I stood, stretching my arms out. “Hey, tell me, how many likes did you get on that princess cake picture?”

      She dipped her head, trying to hide her smile. But that thing was bright; there was no containing it. “I don’t know.”

      “I don’t believe you.” I pulled out my phone. “Besides, I can check it just as easily as you can.”

      Her head snapped up. “Fine, I’ll tell you.” She reached forward and pushed my phone away. The contact of her hand on mine sent a jolt through my arm and I would have snatched my arm away if it wasn’t so enjoyable. “Somewhere around fourteen thousand.”

      My eyebrows went up, but I wasn’t surprised. She had a major following. And all for desserts. Shaking my head, I tried to say something to distract her. I was fairly positive she didn’t realize she was still touching my hand and I wanted to keep it there as long as possible. “And you don’t want to capitalize on those fourteen thousand? Imagine how hopping this place could be.”

      I’d done it. I’d said the wrong thing. She pulled away immediately, both physically and otherwise. “Actually, I don’t have to imagine that. We’ve been really busy my entire life. People would drive miles to try my dad’s famous burgers. He brought people into town and boosted Holly Springs’s economy as well as the success of this place.”

      Her face hardened while she took in the basic, outdated diner. I didn’t know what she was thinking, but if I could guess I would assume she was lamenting her own failure. It was a prime moment to explain that she could have another chance. I could tell her that the eviction was put on hold and we could utilize her social media presence and bring people to the diner once again.

      I could say—

      “But now the corporate dirtbags who own the building are kicking me out.” She looked me in the eye and I froze. I felt like she could see through me, into my mind and the corner office I had high above LA’s landscape. She let out a breath and laughed without a hint of humor. “It feels really good to say that out loud.”

      “You haven’t told anyone?” I assumed she would have told Patrick or Britney.

      She shook her head. “I can’t bear to. They know I’ve had trouble with the building’s owners, but nothing else. It’s hard enough to admit it to myself.”

      It was time. If I was going to tell her, I would need to do it now. She needed to know that it wasn’t over yet. But then…that burger I’d had the other day was far from the best burger around. If her dad had created a reputation for The Bell with his amazing burgers, then the mediocre ones they delivered now were surely the driving force in their loss of business.

      And she could hardly sustain her business on teenagers ordering Cokes and milkshakes.

      I hated to admit it, but Mark was right. The diner was dead.

      “You won’t tell anyone yet, right?” she asked.

      Had she read my thoughts? I cleared my throat. No. That was crazy. “I won’t say anything.”

      Her eyes looked tired, and she tossed me a grateful look before turning for the kitchen. I watched her a minute longer. Had I made the right decision? Humming reached my ears to the tune of We Wish You a Merry Christmas and I couldn’t help but smile. Was her Grinch-like heart beginning to grow?

      For now, at least, I’d made the right choice.
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      The old farmhouse had been in my family since its construction, three generations back. Dad was always proud of his heritage and the part his great-grandfather played in settling Holly Springs. It was likely part of the reason I felt so annoyed with the disloyal population who left our small town the moment they tired of it and never looked back.

      Like my mother, who left shortly after I was born. Some things were not worth staying for, apparently.

      Slumping on the overstuffed couch before the fire, I wrapped my hands around the warm mug and brought it to my lips, the soothing aroma of tea swirling up into my nose. It would have been more fitting to drink Dad’s wassail recipe, but I couldn’t bring myself to make it tonight, so peppermint tea would have to do. Fire crackled before me, popping loudly in the otherwise silent room. My gaze sought the speaker in the corner of the ceiling, and I felt a moment’s hesitation.

      Dad had cared deeply about very few things: me, the diner, and a good quality sound system. We’d suffered without central air conditioning for most of my life, but always had beautiful music scoring our daily routine.

      My hand itched to pick up the remote and turn on the Bluetooth feature. It would only take a few finger swipes to connect my phone and begin playing the Christmas station I’d used the last few years. But something blocked my body from moving further. And I knew what it was. Grief.

      A horrid, dark, overpowering force that took my enjoyment and squashed it flat, immediately transporting me back in time to the previous year and the hospice bed that lived beside the far wall in the living room, and Dad’s last few weeks after the cancer took majority power over his body. He was my only family, and now he was gone.

      Turning away from the fire and its captivating glow, I looked to my reflection in the window. My breath caught and I set down my tea mug and padded to the window, moving aside the curtain to more fully see the glittering lawn outside.

      Snow.

      It’s almost as if Dad was here, watching my internal struggle between wanting to experience the full joy of the Christmas season with music and wassail, and forcing me forward. I could not deny the pull I felt to walk outside and stand in the swirling, fat, flakes of a fresh, first snow.

      Oh, why not?

      Pulling on my boots and the coat hung beside the door, I stepped into the frigid night and down the steps of my front porch. Breath clouded before me, mixing with the falling snow and dissipating slowly.

      I held my breath, glancing around the trees and mountainside that backdropped my house, and waited for the overwhelming grief to pull me down.

      But nothing came.

      Instead, I felt lighter, as though the snow itself was lifting my heart and feeding my soul. My Christmas wish on the snowflake ornament swam through my consciousness. It was an absurd thing to wish for, that my dad would be here with me this Christmas, but I couldn’t help it. I did wish he was here.

      I also wished that I hadn’t failed the diner or had to put the house up for sale, but some things couldn’t be fixed now. Regardless of what Jake said.

      Jake.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and found his name, sending him a message.

      Look outside.

      I clicked send and reread the message. Well, great. Now he was going to think I was a serial killer. I began typing another message to explain that I wasn’t waiting outside or anything when I got his response.

      Snow! Is it as fluffy as it looks?

      Maybe if you go outside, you’ll find out.

      Are you waiting out there with a snowball? Am I about to get decked in the face?

      That was a great idea. Too bad I hadn’t thought of it before. Now there wasn’t enough time to get there and lie in wait for him to put on his shoes and walk downstairs.

      I wish.

      I could picture his face tilted back in laughter, his wide smile remaining long after. What I could not imagine clearly was his reaction to the snow. I knew how I felt about it, but I grew up in the snow, not in LA where they had warm Christmases.

      I opened my phone and sent another text.

      What do you think?

      Then I put my phone away, lifted my face to the heavens, and closed my eyes. Now Christmas really had begun.
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      I read Madison’s last text message and slipped my phone back into my pocket. I needed to get outside before I could respond. I’d been up late working on my proposal for a boutique dessert shop when I got Madison’s first text, and I wanted to finish writing my arguments before my ideas left me completely. I found the longer I stayed in Holly Springs, the more I cared about the little town. And, the more I cared about helping Madison.

      Mark wouldn’t refuse a guaranteed business with a solid projection, and if I could convince Madison to open a dessert shop and market it from her FotoFeed page, she was absolutely bound to be successful. I understood her reluctance, because she clearly had a mind to save her dad’s diner. But I could make her see reason, hopefully, and the amount of success she could have if she listened to me.

      Typing the last of the proposal, I shut my laptop with a click and rolled my shoulders, stretching my arms above my head. Now it was time to see snow.

      I’d watched lots of movies and seen pictures, so I was sure it wasn’t going to be that exciting. To be honest, I would have been fine waiting until the morning to check it out, but I had a feeling Madison was waiting for my response and I didn’t want to let her down.

      I pulled on my coat and slipped my feet into my shoes, trudging down the stairs and through the darkened diner to the back door. A force of cold hit me as soon as I stepped outside, more frigid than I imagined it would be. It felt like the outside world had been put into a freezer. I didn’t enjoy the feeling whatsoever.

      I stepped into the street, glancing back to the footprints I’d made. The world was quieter than I’d expected, and the fat snowflakes were not as heavy as I’d imagined.

      Headlights appeared at the end of the road and came closer, casting my shadow behind me and lighting up the snow. I stepped back to get out of the road when the vehicle rolled to a stop and my heart jumped as I recognized the blue of the old Ford truck. The door creaked as Madison opened it and hopped outside, her grin lighting the evening more than the snow could.

      “What do you think?” she called.

      I lifted one shoulder, glancing up to the sky. “It’s pretty cold.”

      “Well, yeah,” she agreed, coming closer. “It’s frozen water.”

      I couldn't help but smile. Sound was muffled by the blanket of snow, silencing her footsteps and she came closer to me.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” she asked.

      She certainly was. I nodded in agreement. “You were too late to hit me with a surprise snowball.”

      She nodded slowly and I could see her mind working. “But not too late to hit you at all.” She leaned down and scooped up a handful of snow, cupping it quickly and throwing it at my chest. It wasn’t really a ball of snow, exactly, and it sort of just fell apart as it hit me.

      “It’s on, now,” I said, leaning down and scooping my own handful of snow. Wow that was cold. I packed it into a ball, but it didn’t really want to keep its shape.

      Madison’s eyebrows rose and she turned, running and ducking behind her truck. I threw my snowball, but it fell apart before it made any real contact. Madison tried to throw a few more but they followed suit.

      I formed a snowball and approached the truck, sneaking around the side. She hadn’t poked her head up in a while, so I peeked around the edge and found her bent over, gathering more snow.

      “Ha!” I yelled, coming around the side and pelting her in the back with my snowball. She shrieked, jumping up and throwing her snow at me. It covered my face and I wiped it away with one hand. She took off around the side of the truck and I chased her. I slid my arm around her waist to stop her and lost my footing, sliding forward on the ground until I landed on my back, bringing Madison down with me.

      Her laughter rang through the night air and made up for the wind being knocked from my lungs. I glanced down at her face and the comfortable smile playing on her lips. She rolled away from my chest, lying on the snow beside me, and I wondered how long it would last. I was already wet and freezing through my jeans, but I didn’t want to move. She rested her head on my arm and looked up at the sky.

      “This is the best vantage point,” she said quietly.

      “Next to me?”

      “No,” she laughed, shooting me a grin. “I mean with the snow falling. It looks so amazing from this angle. Look at it.”

      I tore my gaze from her pink-tipped nose and dark lashes and obeyed her command. She was right, it was pretty spectacular. Until I got a snowflake in the eye, that is.

      Madison laughed. So, great. She’d seen my face react to the snowflake in my eye. “Yeah, you’ve gotta watch out,” she said.

      I felt her body shivering beside mine and sighed. I couldn’t just let her freeze, regardless of how much I was enjoying the proximity. I got to my feet and reached for her hand, pulling her up beside me. But I didn’t let go.

      She was single now, anyway. And with the magic of the snow I wasn’t about to let the moment pass without at least trying.

      I pulled her toward me slowly, watching her guarded face as she stepped closer. I didn’t want to push her, so I would move slowly, giving her a chance to back away.

      But she didn’t. Instead, she brought her other hand to my coat, clutching the pocket as I bent my head to reach her. Snow fell around us on the muted street when my lips touched hers, and I felt a warm fire rip through my chest. Releasing her hand, I brought both of mine to her back, pulling her closer as I kissed her in the snow.

      I wasn’t quite sure when I’d come to the decision, but kissing Madison I knew, unequivocally, that I had to do whatever I could for this woman. For there was no denying how I felt in this moment.
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      Was it normal to think about a man more than one thought about cupcakes? Because usually I was pretty consumed with what I was going to bake next, but since kissing Jake in the snow a few days before, I had thought of little else.

      Disappointingly, there hadn’t been a repeat performance. Sighing, I shook my thoughts away and returned my mind to the task at hand.

      Cupcakes.

      I gathered the miniature cupcakes and placed them in groupings on the tray before mixing my red, green and brown icing and preparing the piping bags. When the Holly Springs School District commissioned me to make their staff holiday party desserts and specified a finger food, but otherwise giving me free rein to create whatever I wanted, I knew just what to do.

      A mural of cupcakes.

      It was fun to design, but the actual assembly so far had been trickier than I’d anticipated. I wanted to have multiple Christmas scenes that were easily discernible, but also fairly simple to pull apart. There was a large tree in the center with golden ornaments I’d created out of modeling chocolate and glittery sprinkles and an array of red and gold wrapped packages underneath, all done in frosting. Then to the side was a chimney with stockings hanging above a roaring fire, and a starry-skied window opposite that with a bank of snow on the ground visible through the panes.

      By the time I was finished sprinkling extra sugar crystals over the white icing for snow and stars, my back was aching from bending over the cupcake scene. I stood tall, stretching my arms, and then checked my phone.

      I’d texted Patrick earlier to ask if he’d rather I asked someone else to help me get the cupcakes to the school. He’d agreed to help me before we broke up, and now I wasn’t sure how he felt about participating in obligatory boyfriend jobs.

      

      I’ll be there at seven. I’ve still got your back, Mads.

      

      I blew a large breath of air from my lungs, glad I didn’t have to call Todd and beg his help at the very last second. Or Jake. I knew he’d be willing, but I couldn’t ask now, not since we’d kissed a few days ago. I didn’t want him to think I was expecting anything from him. He’d made it clear he was leaving town eventually.

      Staring at the cupcakes, I shifted the plywood base over and piped a few additional accents on the stockings and tree. There. Finished.

      I slipped into the dining room and found Joey. “Hey, I’m leaving in ten minutes. You’ve got the place covered until I get back, right?”

      He lifted a spatula. “You got it, boss.”

      I reached behind me to untie my apron and went back to the cupcakes, jumping at the sight of a large man in my kitchen.

      “When did you get here?”

      Patrick turned and grinned. “You didn’t see me walk in? Man, Mads, this is amazing.”

      Grinning, I reached for a new, clean apron and tied it around my waist. “I’m pretty satisfied with it.” Pulling out my phone, I flipped it horizontally and turned on the camera. “Let me grab a picture and we can go.”

      Maneuvering the giant bed of cupcakes out the door took finesse. I picked up one end of the cupcake covered plywood and Patrick took the other, walking backward toward the doorway.

      Patrick glanced over his shoulder and sucked a breath through his teeth. “I don’t know if this is going to fit.”

      “It better, because there’s no way to disassemble the cupcakes without ruining most of the frosting.”

      I held my breath as Patrick backed through the door, the mural fitting so closely that the scrape of wood on the metal doorframe screeched, causing goosebumps to run up my arms and prick my ears. We made it outside and slid it carefully into the bed of my truck, sighing simultaneously.

      “Want me to ride in the back with them?” he asked.

      There was certainly enough room for both Patrick and the cupcakes. “Actually, yeah. Then you can keep it from sliding around.”

      I hopped into the driver’s side and pulled out slowly, careful not to let my tires slide on the snow. I watched Patrick through the rearview mirror as he sat on the side of the truck, holding onto the cab while we drove down the road. He was watching the cupcakes and his focus was touching. I might not have made it work out with Patrick, but I did care about him. He was a good guy and was probably never going to be leaving Holly Springs.

      That hit me with force. It was probably why I’d felt so reluctant to let go of the relationship with him over the last few years. I knew Patrick was a safe bet. I just didn’t love him.

      We made it to the school with less than five minutes to spare, the slick roads hampering my ability to drive smoothly and quickly.

      Patrick’s teeth were chattering and his cheeks rosy by the time we arrived. We got the tray into the school’s gym easily and onto the table they’d had set out for dessert.

      Principal Gomez clapped his hands together, his bright smile wide and delighted. “This looks spectacular!”

      “Thank you, Mr. Gomez.”

      He rested his fists on his waist in the superhero pose, grinning. “I knew we wouldn’t be disappointed with whatever you came up with.” He sidled up beside me. “Hey, you wouldn’t mind if the school tags you in our post on FotoFeed, would you?”

      I tried to temper my smile, but it was humorous that the school wanted to use me for a little publicity. I had a lot of followers, though, so I didn’t blame him. “Of course not.”

      “Splendid. Thanks again, Madison.”

      I glanced around the meandering group of teachers but didn’t see the new Kindergarten teacher. I was hoping to find and introduce her to Patrick. That wasn’t weird…right?

      “Too bad we don’t get to eat the cupcakes,” Patrick lamented as we left the gym. “I thought for sure he’d ask us to stay.”

      I paused in the hallway. “Did you want to stay?”

      “No. Well, I’ve got nothing better to do, so I wouldn’t turn an invitation down.”

      Patrick totally wanted to stay. And he’d eaten loads of my cupcakes before so I knew that couldn’t possibly be the only draw. A woman with bouncy curls walked toward us in a tasteful little red dress and cute sparkly flats. She had a matching ribbon in her hair, exactly like I’d imagine a Kindergarten teacher would dress outside of school. “Oh shoot,” I said loudly, forming a plan. “I forgot to tell Principal Gomez the cupcake flavors.”

      I waited a moment until I caught the new teacher’s eye. “Hey, you’re heading into the party, right?”

      “Yeah,” she answered, glancing between Patrick and me. I didn’t see the sudden explosion of sparks I’d hoped for, but I knew Patrick well and could gauge a certain level of interest on his side.

      I smiled. “Great. Would you tell Mr. Gomez the cupcake flavors? The tree is all chocolate, the side with the window and snow is vanilla, and the panel with the fireplace and chimney is red velvet.”

      Her eyebrows screwed together.

      “Or you could just remember the tree is chocolate,” I said quickly. “And Patrick, you remember the other two. I’d come back in, but I’ve got to get back to the diner ASAP.”

      I started walking down the hall and looked over my shoulder. “You’ll find a ride, right Patrick?”

      He was nodding, and I didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty for my forcefulness. Maybe they wouldn’t hit it off and that was fine.

      But maybe they would.

      “See you later,” Patrick called. I lifted an arm in response, glancing at my watch and pretending I really was late.

      When I made it outside, I sat in my truck a moment longer and watched small, fluffy snowflakes swirl to the ground. My memory immediately shot back to the last day of school before winter break when I was sixteen, and how Dad had closed the diner for the afternoon and picked me up, surprising me with an impromptu ice-skating trip.

      It might have been just the two of us since my mom left when I was little, but that never hampered my Dad’s ability to give me the attention I needed to feel loved and cared for, despite his business and single parenting.

      I pulled the truck onto the road and drove back to Main Street slowly. Stopping near the giant Christmas tree, I parked the truck and got out. Snow drifted down around me and muffled my steps, coating the earth in a crisp, white sheet.

      The tree was large and imposing and full of a mishmash of ornaments. Some I recognized, but many I didn’t. I sought the clear snowflake I’d been hanging since I was a child, but my gaze was arrested by the wooden hourglass hung below it by the older man.

      The sand was still running.

      My breath caught in my throat and I reached forward, tapping it with the tip of my finger. It swung back and forth, and the sand within tipped to the side accordingly.

      It was real.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I swept the streets for another person but saw no people or footprints anywhere near this section of the tree. But there was no other explanation. Clearly someone had turned the hourglass. They had to. But who?

      A chill swept down my spine and I watched the sand run for a moment longer. Shaking with cold, I tore my gaze away from the hourglass and turned from the tree, jumping back into my truck and heading for my house. I was not ready to contemplate the finer points of the hourglass or the science behind it. But there had to be an explanation, because magic wasn’t real. I’d been wishing for ponies and boyfriends on that tree every year for the duration of my life and never once did a pony or a boyfriend show up on my porch.

      And neither would my dad.
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      My phone buzzed. Again.

      I reached for my phone where it vibrated on the coffee table. Mark’s name lit up across the screen and I dropped my head back, closing my eyes. I slid the phone on and put it to my ear, covering my face with my free hand as if that would lessen the blow I was about to receive.

      “I’m going to try really hard not to yell at you.”

      “Hello, Mark.”

      “Seriously? You’ve been avoiding me, Jake. And don’t start coming up with lame excuses because I’m not an idiot and I won’t buy them.”

      Silence reigned for about two seconds before Mark went off again.

      “You know what? You are wasting my time. I don’t get why you care about this diner so much but I can resend you the reports if you need to see them again. The place has been dead for two years and there’s no recovering here. I get that you probably feel bad for the guy running the place but this is business, it isn’t personal. And he’ll survive.”

      I dropped my hand and glanced around Madison’s apartment, tuning out my brother’s chatter. The diner was closed for the evening downstairs, not that anyone would be there if they weren’t. So I knew she was gone.

      I trained my eyes on the snow falling outside the window, its fluffy white powder gathering on the outer windowsill. This really was such a different world than I was used to, and Mark’s powerful voice reminded me of the difference. I was immediately transported back to my office and I didn’t like the feeling one bit.

      Interrupting Mark’s monologue, I cleared my throat. “I agree.”

      “You have to see—wait, what? You agree with what?”

      “The business is failing and they’ve received plenty of notices to get things in order. Bottom line is, they aren’t making their lease payments and by the look of things, it really isn’t going to pick up around here anytime soon.”

      There was an edge of amusement to his voice when he said, “What, no Christmas miracles, Jake?”

      I clenched my jaw. I was forever being mocked for being the sentimental one and Mark knew it annoyed me. “I think she’s got a real chance of success, but she isn’t taking my advice.”

      Silence hummed on the phone.

      “Mark? You there?”

      “Yeah,” he said immediately. “I thought you said there was no way for them to turn it around.”

      “There isn’t,” I agreed. “Not the diner at least. But I think she’s got a shot at being really successful if she turns it into a bakery. And if you recall, bakery was on the list for viable replacement businesses.”

      His silence was not a good sign.

      He blew a breath into the phone. “I say we cut bait and let it go. It’s probably not a good idea to continue this client relationship with the eviction and everything.”

      “But that’s the thing,” I explained. “In a sense we’re evicting her dad’s business. She’s tried to keep it up, but it just hasn’t worked for her. I think if we can convince her to try the bakery route, we’ll get our lease checks on time and she’ll have a successful business. Let me just send you my proposal.”

      “I don’t like this, Jake. You were sent to Holly Springs to kick out the tenant and see to finding a replacement. Cut ties and move on. No one wants their ex hanging around; it makes things awkward. What if the bakery fails too? Then this person is evicted twice.” He sighed. “Besides, she’s already proven that she can run one business into the ground so her track record isn’t exactly attractive right now.”

      He didn’t get it. He’d never tried one of her cake pops. “Can’t you just trust me on this? I am pretty good at my job, Mark.”

      “Yet you’ve been there days with no updates and you’re avoiding my calls. I get that this whole process can take a lot of time, but no updates? Clearly something is getting in your head here.”

      Yeah, and her name was Madison Bell. But I wasn’t about to admit to my brother that I couldn’t stop thinking about the woman running the diner. That wouldn’t help anyone out.

      “You’re still flying home for Christmas, right?”

      Shoot. I wasn’t planning on telling him yet. “Actually, I think I’ll just stay here. I don’t want to bother flying home for one day just to fly back. It’ll be easier if I skip it this year.”

      “Dad’s got the house in Palm Springs all ready and he invited the lead of the Greenville Corporation for the week. We all need to be there.”

      Because what was a holiday without some sort of networking? “I think you’ve got it covered. I’m going to skip it.”

      “Mom won’t be happy.”

      She’d be even less happy if she knew I was skipping Christmas to stay in Holly Springs with her own mother. It was a miracle she hadn’t heard where I was yet or she would be blowing up my phone right now.

      “Yeah, well, it’s one day. They’ll be bugged for a minute and then the head of the Greenville Corporation will remind them what really matters and all will be forgotten.”

      “Watch it, bro. Bitter never sounded good on anyone.”

      I guess I should just be pleased Mark hadn’t made any snarky comments about my sensitivity.

      “Don’t let that small-town vibe wreck you,” Mark said. “We all know how delicate your emotional state can be.”

      It wasn’t sensitivity, but it was close. “Good thing this is a phone call, or I’d sock you.”

      “Just call me with an update tomorrow, okay? I don’t want to be hounding you. It doesn’t look good.”

      Shaking my head, I said, “You might be project manager here, but Dad still owns the company.”

      Mark didn’t grace me with a response, so I said goodbye and hung up the phone, tossing it on the cushion at the other end of the couch. Immediately, I reached for it again and opened it up to FotoFeed. Finding Madison’s page, I scrolled her posts, noting the pictures that had received the most likes. I scrolled back up to the top and clicked on the picture she’d posted an hour earlier of a giant frosting-painted mural and read the caption.

      Oh, wow. It was done on cupcakes? I wouldn’t have guessed that.

      I found the picture I’d taken during the parade of Madison laughing with an older gentleman and zoomed in on her face. Her long, dark hair framed her face well and her cheeks and the tip of her button nose were pink from the cold. She was beautiful, and I’d been so lucky when she’d kissed me a few days ago. I hadn’t thought of much else since; I was trying to give her space so she knew that I didn’t expect anything from her. But man, it was difficult.

      Groaning, I dropped my head back and laid my arm over my forehead. I was not planning on staying in Holly Springs forever, so I needed to quit thinking about this girl.

      But she was not making it easy.
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      Breakfast in the diner the following morning was fairly busy, which was refreshing and obnoxious at the same time. I needed to have a real conversation with Madison and it wasn’t going to happen with all these people around. She was flitting from table to table, refilling mugs and delivering plates of food.

      Too bad it wasn’t her in the kitchen and Joey out with the guests. With that reversal, she was bound to have more satisfied customers.

      I’d ordered an omelet, and it wasn’t terrible. But it wasn’t amazing, either.

      If only there was a way to show her, indisputably, how the diner had fallen from the days of her father’s best burgers reputation.

      An idea formed in my mind on shaky legs and I pounced on it immediately. “Hey Madison,” I said, grabbing her attention as she walked by my seat.

      “You need something?” she asked. Her hair was thrown into a knot on top of her head and her simple, striped t-shirt was relaxed. Everything about her was relaxed. Maybe that is what drew me to her, that she was the very opposite of what I’d known my whole life.

      “Yeah, you want to meet me for a burger at lunch?”

      Her smile was small, as if she was trying to rein it in. It made my stomach flip and I wanted to pick up her hand right then and pull her toward me.

      “Sure.”

      “Great.” I clasped my fork to keep from reaching to her. “We can potluck. You bring a burger. And not to sound weird, but can you have Joey make it? I’ll grab something to go with it.”

      “Just no fries,” she said, her lips turning up in amusement. She couldn’t seem to let that go. It wasn’t that weird that I didn’t like fries.

      “I won’t bring fries.” I shook my head, her grin infecting me with one of my own. “Meet me at that bench in front of the giant tree?”

      She nodded, and then left to take care of other customers. Now I just had to find a way to present her with the situation in a way that would force her to give me a chance to explain myself. Otherwise I was one hundred percent positive I’d be receiving a burger to the face.

      My phone rang and my gut reaction was to flip it over before I could see Mark’s name across the front.

      I was surprised to see Grandma Hart on the screen instead.

      “Hello?”

      “Jake? How are you?”

      I smiled. “I’m well. What can I do for you?”

      Her frail voice was evidence of her nerves and I wished I could reach through the phone and wrap her in a hug. “I was hoping to invite you over for dinner this evening. Do you already have plans?”

      “No plans. I would love that. What can I bring?”

      I could hear her smile through her tone as she said, “Just yourself, young man. I will see you at six.”
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      I grabbed the burger Joey made and walked down the sidewalk toward the tree. My eye was drawn to the space with the hourglass, but I promptly looked away. I didn’t want to spend my lunch wondering about the mechanics behind the sand.

      Because I’d already lost sleep the night before over it.

      “You made it,” Jake said, standing up as I approached the iron bench.

      He’d brought a blanket and laid it on the bench. It was thoughtful and surprising, and helped guard against the cold iron.

      “May I?” He indicated the take-out bag I brought with me so I pulled out the top container holding the burger and handed it over. He opened the styrofoam lid and pulled a plastic knife out of his paper bag, cutting the burger in half. I tried to cover my surprise when he pulled a burger from his own bag and did the same thing, giving each of us half of both burgers.

      “What is this?”

      “Just an experiment. Bear with me.”

      Nodding, I lifted my burger and took a bite. Jake was watching me closely, making me hyper-aware of how I chewed. The napkins were tucked under Jakes plate and I reached for one, sliding it free and using it to cover my mouth. I couldn’t help but grin while he was staring at me and I didn’t want to show him my mouthful of food.

      That would not be cute.

      Swallowing, I stared back at him. “What’s your deal, Jake? You just really like to watch people eat, or what?”

      He laughed, throwing his head back. “I was staring, wasn’t I?”

      I nodded.

      “Sorry,” he said, picking up his own burger and taking a bite. He pointedly looked away from me and I kept eating. I admired the various ornaments on the tree opposite us. The town had added some ribbon and lights to tie the whole look together and it was a beautiful, grand tree. I’d seen the tree in Rockefeller Square, and I had to say that Holly Springs’s mishmash was still my favorite.

      Finishing half of my lunch, I reached into the brown paper bag on the bench in between us, opening it to peek inside. “I thought you didn’t like fries?”

      “I don’t,” he said, opening it further for me to see. “That’s why I got onion rings instead.”

      Laughing, I took one out and bit into it. The Pub really made the best onion rings.

      “Have you seen your grandmother again?” I asked.

      “Actually,” he said, putting down his burger. “She invited me over for dinner tonight. She told me not to bring anything, but I was thinking of asking you to make a key lime pie. I would pay you, of course.”

      Shaking my head, I tried not to laugh. “You don’t want me baking a pie for Mrs. Hart.”

      He straightened his back. “Why not?”

      “Mrs. Hart is known for her pies and I can guarantee she’s made at least one for your dinner tonight. She’s actually the one who taught me how to make a proper pie crust when I was younger. I mixed it all wrong before her instruction.” Grinning, I bit into the other burger.

      Wow. The Pub’s burger was good. I hadn’t ever eaten them back to back like this, but the difference was evident, and almost shocking.

      Was my dad scowling down at me now? He’d built a reputation for having the best burgers around. I could never admit it aloud, but clearly, we did not have the best burgers in Holly Springs, let alone the greater Rocky Mountain area.

      Shame flitted through my body as I held The Pub’s burger in my hands and considered how I’d let down my dad. The duration of his chemo was difficult for both of us and we’d hired Joey to take over cooking in the diner once Dad’s nausea got to be too much. The smell of the food had been too overwhelming for him.

      Come to think of it, once Joey took over, Dad never stepped foot in the diner again. At least, not when it was open for business.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      I snapped my head up and found Jake watching me curiously. I shrugged, taking another bite of my burger so I wouldn’t have to respond right away.

      “Well, let me get to my point,” he said. “I asked you here for a reason.”

      So this wasn’t just a weird date where we tested the town’s burgers? Not to sound full of myself, but our kiss had been pretty explosive. I was under the impression this guy was interested in me.

      He regarded me closely, and said, “I want to try an experiment with your FotoFeed followers.”

      Well, that was far from an interest in me. He was still hung up on my social media platform. I took another bite, waiting for him to continue, and hoping to hide the shame of my assumptions.

      “I think you could pull people to Holly Springs from the resorts if you advertised The Bell.”

      “I don’t post pictures of burgers and sandwiches, though. My account is purely dessert.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “And you don’t think people will pay a decent amount for a cupcake made by MaddieBakes?”

      I dipped my head. I didn’t like the extra attention and speaking my username wasn’t giving him any points. “So, you think I should take advantage of my followers for some extra money?”

      “No. It’s business. It’s not taking advantage, it’s offering them an opportunity to buy your products.”

      “Because they liked pictures of them?”

      He sighed. “It’s not as evil as you’re making it sound. Why do you think people love those famous steakhouses in Vegas and LA? Because the people who run them are on TV and it’s fun for people to go to the places they’ve seen on TV. Social media isn’t any different. It’s about the experience you’re offering.”

      I watched him, skeptical. It felt wrong to me, though I didn’t know why. Probably because MaddieBakes didn’t start out to make money. It began because I needed something to focus on that wasn’t my dad’s cancer.

      I didn’t want to taint that with greed.

      Sighing, I lifted my burger from The Pub and took another bite, groaning with the physical reminder of my failures, once again.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No,” I said, at once. I caught Jake’s compassionate gaze and set down the burger. Wiping my mouth with a napkin, I turned to face him on the bench. “I’m frustrated. I was entrusted with this stupid diner and it’s failing and now we’ve got dirtbags from some nameless corporation closing us down without any chance to redeem ourselves and I just can’t find a way to save it.” I took a breath, then continued, “And then you have this brilliant idea, but it won’t work because I’m not a world-famous steakhouse owner with a show on TV to entice people to eat in my restaurant.”

      “No, but you can bake.”

      My teeth clicked together, the cold finally seeping through my coat and to my bones. Shivering, I got to my feet, putting the rest of my lunch into the bag. “Thanks for lunch.”

      “Just try it,” he said. I would have thought he was begging, but he couldn’t be. Why would he care so much?

      I swallowed a sigh. I turned to level him with a look, but his earnest gaze struck me at once. He might be a high-powered businessman of some sort, but he was sincere. And while I didn’t know how I felt about his theories, I did realize that he was only trying to help me.

      “How would I go about it?” I asked, quietly.

      His slow smile spread as he got to his feet. “Simple. Just mention your diner in a post. Maybe a dessert you’re offering and focus on that, since you aren’t trying to pull them into a diner anyway.”

      “But that’s exactly what I’m trying to pull them into…I thought.”

      Jake shook his head. “No, you are pulling them toward your desserts.”

      I didn’t fully understand. He didn’t make complete sense. But I had to go with my gut and my heart, and both of them were telling me right now that I could trust Jake. Besides, no grandson of Mrs. Hart could be evil. It simply wasn’t possible.
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      I got back to the diner with two goals in mind: figure out when and how Joey’s burgers became mediocre and get a post on FotoFeed of the diner.

      The lunch crowd was nonexistent and a horrible off-key rendition of Jingle Bell Rock met my ears as I pushed through the doorway. Joey was in the back kitchen, dancing along to the music as I walked through the dining room and leaned in the doorway. His apron was askew and the black t-shirt he wore to work was coated in a fine white powder, with splotches of some sort of batter or dressing on one sleeve. He was kind of a mess, but he was a good person.

      And how was I supposed to ask him how he’d let the quality of food from The Bell slip? Obviously, he’d been good enough to pass Dad’s test. Did I really have a right to be so picky?

      My gaze sought the Best Diner Award hanging in the center of the wall above the stove. This diner was Dad’s life and he’d given all of himself to The Bell, to me, and to Holly Springs. He was selfless and a hard worker, and his memory deserved better than this. I was not ready to let go of the diner yet. But maybe I didn’t need to.

      Pulling my phone from my pocket, I swiped it on and found the FotoFeed icon. I scanned pictures I’d posted recently, noting their likes, comments, and the amazing feedback I received from followers. There were so many that I couldn’t possibly reply to each one individually. But if they were to detour to Holly Springs on their vacations to the ski resorts nearby, then I could give them a fantastic in-person experience.

      It actually sounded rather fun.

      Going to the refrigerator, I pulled out a selection of the desserts I’d made and put away to keep on hand for customers. I tended to do things in themes and due to the holidays, I had a decent selection of pies. Key lime, razzleberry, and pecan pie lined the counter space. I pulled out a white plate and arranged the slices on it. Picking holly berries from the wreath on the wall behind me, I decorated the counter, dropping a few in between the pie slices.

      I stepped back and looked at it with an assessing eye. A few sprigs of pine would be a nice touch. I glanced around for something to pull pine from, but everything I had in the store was fake. And I didn’t want to cut up my wreaths or garland.

      The painted front windows drew my attention and I watched snow fall in large flakes outside. I had sat longer on the bench beside Jake than I would have on my own. It was freezing out there. I didn’t know what had caused me to agree to eating outside in December…oh, who was I kidding? Of course I knew what caused me to agree. Jake.

      Stubbornness aside, I could admit to myself that I was beginning to develop feelings for him. It helped that he was so easy to get along with. And despite his odd burger thing, the crisp air and pine scented environment were perfect for a lunch date. Because that is what that was, right? I mean, it had to be a date. Right?

      I stood suddenly. The tree was just down the road. I could go grab a few sprigs of pine for the pie photo and be back in a snap. I didn’t bother pulling on gloves or my scarf but jogged outside and down the sidewalk swiftly. I reached the tree and pulled off a few sprigs of pine, bringing them to my nose and inhaling the perfectly Christmas smell.

      It was always my favorite tradition, the decorating of the Christmas tree. But I hadn’t done it yet and I didn’t plan to this season.

      Things were different this year and I had not held myself to all the traditions that typically littered the holiday season. How could I?

      I turned to go back and paused, my eye catching the hourglass with golden accents. Sand continued to pour inside the glass and I watched it, mesmerized by the continuous flow. It was not magic, obviously, but it was mystical all the same. And I was bound by it. I could not explain the pull I felt to this object, but something within me was drawn to it and the simplistic beauty of its design.

      Time was such a powerful thing, and yet, at the same time, not.

      A chill raced down my spine and I jogged back to the diner, my breath coming quick and shallow as I let myself into the warm building and pulled my coat off. Joey had moved on to Baby, It’s Cold Outside and was nailing the female parts. Of course, he was tone deaf, but that didn’t lessen his clear enjoyment.

      I placed the pine sprigs around the pie, arranging the plate with aesthetic appeal. I hit upon the perfect angle with my camera and snapped a beautiful picture with blurry holly berries and pine before crystal clear images of pie slices.

      Now was the hard part. I had to write a caption that would entice patrons to the diner but didn’t sound like I was begging or taking advantage of my platform.

      The bell rang over the door and I glanced up to find Mrs. Hart step inside.

      I rose to greet her. “Hello, Mrs. Hart. How can I help you today?”

      “I can’t stay. I just wanted to stop by and invite you to my house for dinner tonight.” She smiled sweetly. “If you think you can get away from the diner, of course.”

      I did my best not to glance around and highlight the emptiness of the diner. I could get away. Tessa was on the schedule for tonight, anyway. But why did she want me to come?

      Clearing my throat, I asked, “Wouldn’t it be better if it was just you and Jake?”

      Her head tilted as her smile grew. “He told me of your friendship and it was clear at Hidden Acres when I found you caroling that the two of you are friends. I look forward to getting to know him, of course, but I can’t help but think he would be more comfortable if you were there.”

      “I don’t see how I can do anything to help,” I said, lifting a shoulder.

      Mrs. Hart reached forward to squeeze my arm. “Because you will be a distraction. This is a lot for Jake to process. If you come, there will be a lot less pressure on Jake and me to catch up on the last few decades in one night.”

      Her theory made sense. I could see her point and I didn’t blame her for it.

      “There will be pie,” she said in a sing-songy tone. She leaned around me to eye my display on the counter. “Though maybe that isn’t quite the enticement it used to be.”

      My cheeks warmed. “Your pie will always be the absolute best of Holly Springs,” I said loyally. “And I would love to come. What can I bring?”

      “Just yourself, dear. All we need is you.”

      Mrs. Hart squeezed my hand once more before letting it go and walking through the door, the bell chime reverberating long after she left. I sat at the counter, preparing my FotoFeed post and typing in the caption.

      ‘Tis the season for pie! My customers at The Bell have been eating enough to keep me busy all week.

      I added a pie emoji and a Christmas tree, with a star for good measure. Then I tagged my location on the photo. There. That was good enough. I’d contrived a plug about the diner without being overly obvious or begging for patrons—despite how badly I needed them. I held my breath and clicked share.
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      When Grandma Hart told me earlier that she’d invited Madison to dinner as well, I didn’t question it. I was just glad Madison had accepted. And then I promptly texted her and asked if I could pick her up.

      I couldn’t help but laugh when she replied that she’d take a ride, but only because she would be at the diner already. I hadn’t anticipated her coming out of the kitchen holding a wrapped loaf of bread and looking like she’d just stepped from the cover of a Christmas movie. Her red dress was chic and simple, and she looked incredible in it. Or maybe it was the loose waves she’d put in her hair, or the bright red lipstick that kept drawing my eye.

      Whatever it was, I was hooked. And I felt inordinately lucky that she was riding in the front seat of my car.

      “I thought you said not to bring anything?” I said.

      I glanced at her and her smile was small but pleasant, causing warmth to spread throughout my body. I clenched the steering wheel. What had gotten into me? I had feelings for her, of course, but this was more intense than anything I’d felt before.

      “I told you not to bring dessert,” she said. “I brought bread, and it’s a gift for later.”

      I raised my eyebrows and she laughed. “You know, just a friendly neighbor Christmas gift.”

      I pulled into Grandma Hart’s driveway and turned off the car. “Like what you gave the old people at the home?”

      She looked at me curiously, shaking her head. “No, that was just me serving my community. And that was fruitcake. This is just zucchini bread. Haven’t you ever gotten a neighbor gift for Christmas? Some homemade treats or a box of chocolates?”

      I shook my head, trying to recall what any of my neighbors looked like. I didn’t really know any of them beyond a nod at passing. But my secretary gave me a basket of fancy fruit. And I’d had her send some of my top clients certificates for hams. She’d told me it was a good gift at the time. “I’ve gotten associate gifts at work.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “Yeah, that’s about the same thing. But really, nothing from your neighbors?”

      I got out of the car and walked around to open Madison’s door, but she had already let herself out. “It’s not that strange,” I defended. “I grew up in a totally different place than this.”

      “I lived in California for a while when I went to culinary school. But even some of my college friends brought me caramel popcorn or a box of chocolates. You must have super cold neighbors.”

      I tried to ignore the fact that she was essentially calling me cold as well. “It’s the city.”

      Her nose scrunched up, wrinkles gathering on the sides. “It’s gross.”

      I laughed. The desire to reach out and pull her toward me overcame me and we locked eyes. The front door opened and Grandma Hart called out, “Get in here before you freeze!” effectively killing the moment.

      Clearing my throat, I followed Madison up the icy pathway, shaking my head as if the action would physically push her from my mind. My intent in this dinner was to get to know my grandmother, regardless of how keenly I wanted to further a connection with Madison.

      I stepped through the door into a magical world of Christmas. The banister on the stairway in front of me was wrapped in garland and twinkling lights, perfectly balancing the glorious Christmas tree on the other side of the room set before the large bay window. Christmas cards hung from a string tacked to the far wall and Blue Christmas played while the smell of gingerbread and something citrus hit my nose.

      This was the Christmas I’d dreamed of as a little boy. This was what I could have had if my parents had remained on speaking terms with my grandmother.

      I swallowed the bitter taste that crept up my tongue and reached forward to hug Grandma Hart, giving her a squeeze before following her and Madison into the dining room.

      The table was laid with holiday decor and plates rimmed in painted holly berries. It was almost too much to bear, but I sucked in a breath of Christmas laden air and sat across from Madison, anchoring myself in her eyes. She smiled encouragingly and I suddenly felt like I could handle whatever was coming. Whatever Grandma Hart had to share with me this evening, I was going to be fine.

      Grandma Hart laid dinner on the table and we chatted amiably about the various town characters that came together to create a wholesome, rich community. Madison shared the story of the hot sauce bottle and I laughed, despite my acute embarrassment.

      The time flew by until I was sitting on a sofa in the living room, enjoying a slice of pecan pie that was otherworldly in its superiority, and watching Grandma Hart and Madison laugh about the incident with Santa in the parade the year before, when the horse he had been riding got spooked and ran amok on Main Street. My heart warmed at the easy camaraderie between the women and I suddenly had the strong desire to move to Holly Springs and live the rest of my life in this small-town bliss.

      “There were quite a few terrified children, to say the least,” Madison said amidst her laughter.

      “The poor man didn’t know what to do. It’s a good thing they swapped out the Santa this year. Derick Winston wouldn’t have screamed had the horse gone crazy.”

      Madison nodded in agreement.

      “So tell me,” Grandma Hart said, turning her eagle eyes on me. “What do you do for a living? Are you working for your father?”

      Her intelligent gaze stunned me and my fork paused midway between my plate and my mouth. I dropped the plate and fork onto my lap, my mouth suddenly dry. How much did Grandma Hart know? And how much was she trying to reveal to Madison?

      “He still runs a real estate firm, I assume,” she continued.

      So she did know some things. I swallowed, nodding. “He does. And I help them out sometimes, but I run my own firm.”

      I hazarded a glance at Madison and she was chewing a bite of her own pie, watching me with a small wrinkle between her eyebrows.

      “What is it your firm does?” Grandma Hart asked.

      “I go into failing businesses and help them figure out what they need to do to succeed.”

      I sensed the shift in the room without even looking at Madison. I couldn’t. I was too afraid of what I would find.

      My grandmother didn’t seem to be bothered by my answer. She smiled appreciatively. “What a worthy profession.”

      “I like to think so,” I agreed. “I’ve had a lot of amazing experiences helping people turn their lives around and save their companies.”

      “And they’re surviving without you? Your firm?” Madison asked.

      I faced her, relieved not to find anger. “It’s really just a couple of other guys, and we all do our own thing. They check back in with me periodically, but I trust them.”

      “Because they’re in the business of helping others.”

      I nodded. “They have sharp minds, too.”

      Grandma Hart stood, gathering our plates. “Do you have a tree in that apartment, young man? Or do you plan to go home for Christmas?”

      Would it be too forward to request spending the holiday in her home? I really didn’t want to spend it alone. Mark was right sometimes. I was the sentimental brother.

      I said, “My family has plans in Palm Springs, so I was considering staying here, actually.”

      Grandma Hart’s face froze. “Christmas in Holly Springs?”

      I nodded.

      She glanced at Madison. “Do you have plans already?”

      “No,” she said.

      “You are both welcome here, if you’d like.”

      The tree behind Grandma Hart and the music playing from the radio on the mantle were a beautiful preview of what my Christmas could look like this year, and I liked the thought a lot. “I would love that.”

      Smiling in that happy way that only grandmas could, she stood and bustled to a bookcase on the far wall. “I have a photo in here of your first Christmas. Give me a moment and I’ll find it.”

      Well, that was odd. I didn’t remember ever spending time with my grandma. But if I was a baby, then I wouldn’t remember it. I looked at Madison and she was quiet, patiently waiting for Grandma Hart to come back with the photo album.

      “Found it!”

      She brought over a large book and sat on the couch beside me. Madison came over and sat on her other side and we looked at photos of my mother holding me beside Grandma Hart. The hair was a lot bigger on both women, but aside from added wrinkles, not much else had changed.

      “Your mother loved Christmas,” she said quietly. “I can’t imagine that has changed much.”

      I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t about to tell her that our Christmas celebrations lacked most of the typical traditions one sees in the movies. There were no tree decorations with music playing, or a fire burning in the hearth. Our Christmas celebrations were often spent at charity functions or galas. Well, now they were. Before I got old enough to attend the events with my parents, they were often spent with babysitters.

      She turned the page and pointed to a photo with one wrinkly finger. “And this was when you were around three. Or, maybe four.”

      I froze. The photos on the left side were no longer Christmas, but summertime pictures of two dirty boys with mud on their faces. Mark and me, no doubt. The tent behind us indicated a camping trip. Strangely, Mom was absent from all of the photos.

      I turned the page, pulling the book onto my lap and looking at summer vacations and Christmas celebrations containing Grandma Hart, Mark, and me. And there was something oddly familiar about these photos, as if I could vaguely remember being there.

      But where was Mom?

      “Did you have your own vacations with your grandsons?” Madison asked. “What a special tradition.”

      I looked to Grandma Hart. Her mouth was pinched in frustration as she trained her gaze on the fire.

      Silence fell on the room, broken by the upbeat strains of Jingle Bell Rock on the radio. I would have spoken for her, but I didn’t know the answer. And I couldn’t change the subject, because I wanted to know the answer.

      Grandma Hart looked from the fire to the book of photos in my lap, and then gave me a commiserating smile. “It wasn’t intentional, but yes. Our vacations turned into special grandma trips.”

      “Why?” I asked, forgoing good manners. I needed to know.

      She looked me in the eye. “Because your parents were busy. It was the only way I was able to see my grandsons.”

      This wasn’t sounding like the story I’d been fed my whole life. This sounded nothing like a woman who didn’t care about her family. “Then why did it stop?”

      “Because I had an argument with your father.”

      Shaking her head, Grandma Hart rose from the couch and crossed the room, wringing her hands together. “We didn’t see eye to eye on the way you boys were being raised and I made the mistake of sharing how I felt about it.”

      The silence was thick. My breath became shallow as I waited for her to continue.

      Pushing her purple-rimmed glasses up on her nose, Grandma Hart leveled me with a nervous look. “When you were young, we planned to go stay at a cabin near a lake not far from here for a family vacation. But something came up and your parents changed their plans in the last moment, leaving you and your brother here for two weeks while they went to New York for a work trip. When your mother came back to get you, I tried to remind her of the importance of family relationships and spending quality time with her kids. I was fed up with her planning family vacations, and then having something always come up where she and your dad had to attend a work thing instead. She was deeply offended. Your father—who heard about it later—was livid. He called and argued with me, telling me I’d lost all privileges with you and your brother and not to bother contacting them again.” She smiled in a self-deprecating way. “I should have known better than to tell anyone else how to raise their children. But your parents’ pride is what has kept you away. I’ve tried to apologize for my part in the argument many times.”

      I hated to admit it, but that sounded exactly like my father. He had a temper, he was extremely prideful, and he did not like being told what to do.

      What hurt was that Dad’s ego had gotten in the way of me having a normal relationship with at least one member of my family. All of the lies I’d been fed culminated, pulsing through me with the fire of resentment. I needed to be cautious before I overreacted. Madison and Grandma Hart did not deserve my wrath.

      “Maybe we should call it a night,” Madison said. She looked sad, and I felt horrible for ruining her evening.

      “That might be best,” I agreed. We rose and walked to the door, pulling on coats and scarves and hugging Grandma Hart goodbye. Her guileless half-smile fed my irritation toward my parents and I had to force myself not to call my dad right then.

      But I would call him as soon as I got back to the apartment.

      The drive back to the diner was silent. I parked the car in an open spot on the back street and left it running, staring ahead through the windshield at the headlights highlighting the falling snow.

      “You drive in the snow well for a city boy.”

      I smiled at her teasing. “You mean I drive cautiously?”

      “I mean slow.”

      I chuckled, then turned to look at her, resting the side of my head on the seat rest. “Are all families this messed up?”

      “No.”

      Laughing again, I reached for her hand. She let me hold it and the inner Jake Tyler slam dunked a basketball. Outwardly, of course, I was calm and collected. “Sorry the evening ended so abruptly.”

      She shrugged. “Are you going to call your parents?”

      Sighing, I let go of her hand and looked outside again. “I don’t know.”

      A beat of silence passed before she said, “Take it from someone who has no family around. Prideful, grudge-holding parents are probably better than nothing.”

      “You’ve got a huge family. You’ve got this whole town.”

      I stared into her blue eyes, and she didn’t move. The radio was on low, playing We Wish You a Merry Christmas in the background. Would Madison reach over and turn it off? I’d heard her complain at the parade about how much she hated that song.

      Had that really only been last week? It felt like it had been significantly longer.

      A loud knock pounded on the driver’s window and I jumped, turning to look over my shoulder. Rolling down the window, I gave Madison’s saucy waitress an unamused smile. She’d completely ruined the moment.

      “Hey Madison, I’m done for the night. I know we don’t close for another hour, but we haven’t had anyone come in in a while and Joey went home.”

      “That’s fine,” Madison said. “Goodnight Tessa.”

      Tessa shot me a wink before sauntering away.

      “So much for your brilliant publicity move,” Madison said.

      My hand came up in defense. “Hey! You’ve got to give it more than a couple of hours. I liked the photo of the pies. I think it’s going to work.”

      “You would know, wouldn’t you?”

      I gazed at her, unsure if she was being facetious or was irritated. Clearing my throat, I said, “Are you upset?”

      “No,” she said, playing with the hem of her red dress. Her coat covered most of her outfit but the hem was visible where it sat over her knees. Was she cold? I could ask, but she didn’t look cold. I reached forward and turned the heater up, just in case.

      “I mean,” she continued, “it’s not like you went in there intending to fix my business. You just had a good idea. And I don’t blame you for it, since you do it for a living.”

      Well, great. What was I supposed to say now? Should I correct her, and explain that I did, in fact, intentionally come to Holly Springs with that purpose?

      Her round eyes watched me hesitantly, and I balked. I couldn’t say anything now. Not right before Christmas, at least. I knew I needed to tell her eventually, it just couldn’t be now.

      “In fact,” she continued. “I probably would have listened to you sooner had I known your credentials.”

      “Really?”

      She seemed to ponder it a moment before grinning. “No, probably not. I can be pretty stubborn, too.”

      I couldn’t help it anymore. I leaned across the center console and laid a kiss on her lips. I felt her mouth turn up in a smile before she kissed me back, and my whole body simultaneously cheered and relaxed. The rest of my life might be a complete mess, but none of that seemed to matter when I had Madison by my side.
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      I was going to get the dumb tree into the back of my truck whether it wanted to be there or not. I glanced over my shoulder at Mr. Johannsson, but the man had gone back to his camp chair after selling me the tree, his feet already back up on his ice chest.

      He was going to be no help at all.

      Taking a big gulp of air, I let it out slowly, relaxing my shoulders while my breath clouded in front of me. I could do this. It wouldn’t be that hard. Squatting lower, I got a good grip on the tree and lifted, sliding it into the bed of my truck in one quick motion.

      Success.

      And now, I deserved some pie.

      I got in the truck and slammed the door, chuckling when I saw Mr. Johannsson jump through my rearview mirror. I turned the radio on and switched it to the Christmas station, forcing myself to leave it be when the strains of the jolly music hit my ears. I forced the images of Dad on the hospice bed from my mind and tried to think about the memories from all the years before that.

      Jake’s sad family drama from last night had solidified one thing in my mind: I needed to appreciate the times I had with my father and not stress so intensely about not loving the holiday now. He would be furious if he could see how I’d avoided Christmas. In fact, he was probably watching me now and lamenting my poor attitude.

      You’re right Dad, I do know better.

      I drove to the diner and let myself in the back, going to the refrigerator and pulling out a slice of pie. I knew I would be disappointed because it was nowhere near as good as Mrs. Hart’s, but it was the next best thing.

      “I thought you were decorating your tree?” Joey asked, coming up to lean against the counter opposite me. I pulled a fork from the bin and dug into the pie right then.

      Alright, so maybe I was a little sensitive from grabbing Christmas by the horns and moving full steam ahead, but I deserved the pie. Just getting the tree into the back of my truck by myself had been difficult.

      It wasn’t overly heavy, but it was awkward.

      “I needed some sustenance,” I said around a bite of pie. “I’ll get back to it soon.”

      I was probably going to have to call Britney and Todd for backup, and I was not looking forward to that. I really didn’t hate the guy, but I didn’t trust him either. And I was usually a good judge of character, so I tended to listen to my gut when it spoke to me. He’d just been gone so much more often of late, and half the time Britney had no idea to where.

      Whether or not he was doing anything nefarious, I couldn’t tell. But he’d been distant, that much was clear. If he had nothing to hide, then why wouldn’t he just be upfront with her about all of his work trips?

      I glanced around the empty diner. Something in me rebelled against pushing my desserts, but I was also excited to see if it could be successful. Maybe I should whip up some macarons, just in case…

      “Hey, Madison,” Jake said, coming down the stairs and pausing at the bar. “Pie for lunch?”

      “Maybe,” I said around another bite. I lifted a pecan. “It’s got nuts in it. So, protein.”

      He chuckled, turning his attention to Joey. “How’s it going, man?”

      “I’ve got a truck to fix and my niece’s oil to change. I’m looking forward to getting off work.”

      Jake raised an eyebrow at me. “He likes working on cars?”

      I finished off my pie. “Just let me get my tree up really quick and I’ll come relieve you.”

      “You’re putting up a tree?” Jake asked. “Need any help?”

      His smile made my heart gallop. Putting up the tree with Jake sounded a hundred times better than asking for Todd’s help. “If you aren’t doing anything, then yes.”

      He glanced behind his shoulder. “I’ve got nothing to do that beats putting up a tree.”

      He followed me outside and we drove to my house, listening to Christmas music along the way. I could feel Jake’s gaze resting on me and I ignored it, watching the snowy roads for deer and pretending that nothing had changed. I really liked this guy. Like really, really liked him. I might as well throw caution to the wind and enjoy the time I had with him.

      I’d just pick my broken heart up off the ground and dust it off after he left. I didn’t need to worry about that now.

      We pulled onto my secluded road and I surreptitiously watched for his reaction when we came around the bend and the house came into view.

      His gasp was everything I’d expected it to be. “This is your house?”

      I nodded. “This is where I grew up.”

      “It’s fantastic,” he said. “And so picturesque. The only thing it’s missing is a snowman on the front lawn.”

      “You get on that,” I said. “I’ll do the tree.”

      He came around the side and helped me pull the tree from the bed of the truck, carrying it up the steps and into the house by himself. I couldn’t help but watch the muscles bunch on his shoulders as I followed behind him.

      I had the boxes of ornaments ready and the tree stand set up near the window. He slid the tree into the stand, holding it still while I tightened the screws on the base.

      “Don’t we need some Christmas music?” he asked. “Or are you still avoiding it?”

      I paused, holding a strand of lights up to the tree. “I kind of had a realization that avoiding Christmas wasn’t helping me to cope with my grief. So, I’m trying it Dad’s way instead.”

      “Which is?”

      I smiled, imagining my dad in the room with us watching the interaction. Of course, he wasn’t really here, that was crazy, but it was a nice thought just the same. “Going all in, of course.”

      Jake sifted through the ornaments in the boxes, examining the various shapes and characters while I turned on the sound system and connected the Bluetooth to my phone. I opened my music app and selected a station of classic Christmas songs and let it play.

      It was fitting that the first song to come on was We Wish You a Merry Christmas. If I was going to go all in with Christmas, then I was definitely starting out strong.

      Jake shot me an amused look and I chuckled, pulling a string of white twinkle lights from the box and unraveling them. We passed the hour wrapping lights around the tree branches and choosing ornament placement while dancing, periodically, to upbeat holiday music. The afternoon had been a direct replica of the many Christmas tree decorating sessions I’d had with my dad over the years, and something about the easy companionship I felt with Jake made today easy and enjoyable—not the melancholy experience I’d expected. I sat on the arm of my yellow armchair and watched Jake try to find a place in the over-decorated tree for a Santa ornament I’d made out of popsicle sticks in Kindergarten.

      “Maybe up to the left?” I offered.

      Jake turned left, circling the tree until he was back where he began. He shot me a confused look over his shoulder and I said, “How about down on the right, then?”

      I couldn’t help but grin. He didn’t realize that I was just teasing him. There really was no room. After circling the tree once more, he faced me, a wry smile on his lips. “I think this particular Santa has to sacrifice for the cause.”

      “Which cause is that?”

      He began toward me slowly, holding up the ornament. “Of snowflake ornaments everywhere. There are an abundance of Santas, but not nearly as many snowflakes. We’ll leave this guy off to avoid removing one of the lesser guys.”

      I arched an eyebrow, crossing my arms over my chest. “I guess that’ll have to do. You do know this was my dad’s favorite, though, right?”

      Jake’s face fell slack, his cheeks taking on a pale hue. I burst out in laughter, clutching my side at the distraught look in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I really shouldn’t joke about that.”

      He watched me warily. “Was it your dad’s favorite?”

      Nodding, I wiped a tear from my eye. I hadn’t laughed that hard in a while. “But in his defense, he said that about all of the ornaments I made.”

      Jake glanced back at the tree. At least two-thirds of the ornaments were results of my crafts in one way or another.

      “Yeah,” I said, assuming I understood his thoughts, “most of them were made by me.”

      Jake chuckled, moving back to put the Santa away in the box. He lifted a shiny, gold filigree star. “Are we ready for this?”

      Nodding, I rose and approached him, taking the star from his hands. The whole process had been therapeutic in the way I’d hoped it would be. I pulled a chair closer to the tree and placed the star at the very top, standing there a moment thinking of my dad, wherever he was. I miss you, Dad.

      I turned to step down and Jake offered me his hand, closing it around my smaller one. “You know I’ve never decorated a tree before.”

      “What?” I said, shocked. “How?”

      He shrugged. “We always had ours done professionally. And never had the same theme twice.” His face screwed up in thought. “You know, maybe I did decorate one with my grandma when I was little, but I don’t remember.”

      “I wish I would have known so I could provide you with the full experience. We’re missing gingerbread decorating and a roaring fire, Mr. Tyler.”

      He reached forward and wrapped his hands around my back. “Who says we can’t still have those things?”

      “Me,” I answered, laughing. “I have to get back to the diner.”

      “Not yet, though,” he murmured, pulling me in. He bent his head, kissing me slow and smooth. I ran my hands up his chest, pulling him closer by his neck.

      Jake’s arms held me cocooned in a state of bliss. I had kissed my share of men in the last few years, but none of them compared to the comfort and protection I felt with Jake Tyler. There was something about him which all the other guys had lacked. If I was crazy, I’d assume he cared for me on a deeper level. But that was crazy, right?

      I leaned back enough to look in his eyes and found a safe, comfortable place there. Maybe I didn’t have my dad around, but Jake was right. I had a large, supportive family in Holly Springs. My town was everything to me. And this guy right here was the final, missing piece I hadn’t known I was searching for.

      Patrick had taken care of me and cared for me, but he hadn’t loved me. Not in this way.

      “If you have nothing else planned, how would you like to come spend Christmas with me and Grandma Hart?” Jake asked, his voice low and husky.

      “I’d love it,” I responded immediately.

      His grin flipped my heart over in my chest. “Good. Because I would have gotten you there one way or another, whether you wanted to or not.”

      Laughing, I swatted his chest. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here.”

      His face turned serious at once. “I’ve been telling myself the same thing. But I’ve come to a decision and I hope you won’t take it the wrong way.”

      My stomach fell at once. Possibilities of what he was about to say raced through my mind and I found a sudden desire to step away and place a distance between us that could protect me from his words. I clenched my jaw, holding strong, and clutched his arms while he still held me around the waist.

      “I’ve decided to move to Holly Springs.”

      Well, I hadn’t expected that. “What?”

      “Yeah,” he smiled. “I’ve fallen in love with this town. And I’ve missed too much time with my grandma. I don’t want to waste any more. Plus, there’s this cute girl in town who’s caught my eye and I don’t want to leave her yet.”

      I smiled, a slow-spreading grin forming on my face. “I can think of a few ways to help you pass the time.”

      “Yeah?” he had a gleam in his eye as he leaned toward me again.

      “Wait,” I said suddenly, startling him. “Does this mean you’ll stay in the apartment above the diner?”

      “Probably not,” he answered. “I was thinking something more permanent. But we can figure that out later.”

      Nodding, I said, “This is the best Christmas gift, ever.”
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      Madison’s smile made the announcement completely worth it. I’d been thinking about it for a few days, actually, but I hadn’t wanted to say anything until I was sure. And standing in her living room, decorating the tree and listening to holiday music, I was completely taken with this woman.

      “What about work?” she asked, turning away to clean up the decorating supplies.

      “I can do it from anywhere. I have to travel periodically, but I really don’t need to all that often. I’ve got an amazing team.”

      “Apparently. And speaking of teams, I really need to get back and let Joey off.”

      We drove back to town with smiles on both of our faces. Madison’s long, dark hair blew from the heated air and her cheeks and the tip of her nose were rosy from the chill. I felt fortunate to be the guy in her passenger seat. And I wasn’t going to mess this up.

      The only hiccup was the diner. But that was easily solvable. I could write up the paperwork for a business transfer and have Mark’s name on the documents. Madison could keep the building for her dessert shop and never know I’d been sent to kick her out of the diner.

      It wasn’t dishonest, entirely. I would just tell her everything, but I didn’t know how she’d take it. Besides, how was I supposed to convey that my heart had been in the right place all along? There was no sure way to do it. So, I wouldn’t.

      I watched her pull into the parking spot behind the diner and reached for her hand. I was falling in love with this woman, and I couldn’t let anything get in the way of that.

      “Time to flip some burgers,” she said.

      “Or bake some pies. You’ll probably start getting customers any day now.”

      She shot me a skeptical glance over her shoulder before stepping through the back door of the diner.

      A low buzz met our ears and the hair on my neck stood on end. I followed Madison through the back kitchen and into the dining room, a strange sense of foreboding overcoming me.

      The diner was nearly full, the tables bustling with an array of guests. Joey stood at the stove flipping burgers and tossed us a grin before turning back to the half-cooked food. A lady at the bar gasped when we stepped inside, saying, “Maddie bakes! It’s her, it’s MaddieBakes!”

      A few people nearby made similar noises of excitement and Madison stopped in her tracks. I had to catch myself before I bowled her over.

      Resting my hand on her shoulder, I caught her shock register as she scanned the occupants.

      “This cupcake tastes just as good as they look in your photos,” the woman continued, gushing. Her round, pink cheeks glowed. “I couldn’t believe my luck when you posted your diner and I realized we were only thirty-five minutes away. And I’ve never been to Colorado before. This is just a fluke!”

      “How fortunate for me,” Madison said, pulling an apron from the rack around the door and tying it around her waist. “Are you enjoying your vacation?”

      “Oh, immensely. I don’t ski, you know” —she nodded her head, and Madison nodded along with her as if she did know— “but I love a good snowy backdrop to my holidays. And the lodge we rented has the most amazing view. It’s perfect for me to read in.”

      “That sounds like a perfect holiday to me,” Madison agreed. “Where are you from?”

      “San Antonio. But we are here for another week and a half.”

      “Then I hope you’ll find time to come and visit again.”

      The woman’s eyes grew wide in her seriousness. “You better believe I will.”

      Madison smiled at the woman before excusing herself, turning to offer me a wide-mouthed expression of surprise and excitement. Her face was absolutely glowing—though in a less red way than her new friend and patron—and I had to restrain myself from hugging her right there. The diner had a couple tables of Holly Springs residents that I recognized, but at least half of the customers had to be new, judging by the look on Madison’s face.

      I let out a sigh of relief and contentment. I had always believed it would work, it was bound to, but it was extremely comforting to see it occurring. Satisfaction washed over me in a warm glow. I was fairly positive that nothing could ruin this moment for me.

      The bell rang above the door and I turned in unison with Madison to see who the next customer was going to be—resident or MaddieBakes follower—and the blood rushed from my face in one fell swoop.

      A tall, dark-haired man with an Oxford shirt buttoned to the neck and a pair of black shoes so shiny I could almost see my reflection in them from across the diner stepped inside. He scanned the dining room before resting his gaze on me and I wanted to scream.

      “Welcome,” Madison called. I could see the train wreck about to occur and wished to stop it, but I wasn’t Superman. “We’re pretty full but I’ve got an available seat at the bar.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” my brother said, crossing the room. “I’m just here to see Jake.”

      “Oh?” She turned confused eyes on me. The crease between her eyebrows was usually so cute, but now it worried me. “How do you know him?”

      “He’s my brother,” Mark said, eyeing her. “And you are the owner of the diner, I presume.”

      “Yes,” she said, her eyebrows shooting up. “Welcome to Holly Springs.”

      “Thanks. I don’t plan to stay. I just have to take care of some business here first. Actually, it’s with you. So whenever you have a moment, I’d love to have a meeting.”

      “Why?”

      I opened my mouth to stop Mark, but the words wouldn’t formulate quick enough. “Wait, Mark. Just let me—”

      “About the diner, of course. We need to process the paperwork about the closure.”

      Her face was screwed up even more and I dreaded the moment the pieces would connect.

      “Mark,” I said. “This isn’t really the time or the place.” I tried to indicate the full diner, but he didn’t seem to notice or care. Apparently, we’d procrastinated too long. And Mark was the king of stubborn.

      “Why would you…” Madison stopped, her mind working through the equation. “Are you connected to Tyler Jameson?”

      I shut my eyes, wishing I could shove all of the problems away with them. This was it. Madison was going to hate me.

      Mark nodded. “We are Tyler Jameson.” He reached out his hand to shake hers and I registered Joey gasp from behind me where he still stood at the stove. “Mark Tyler, glad to meet you.”

      She stared at his hand, then turned slowly to face me. “You’re the Tyler of Tyler Jameson? I didn’t realize it was a last name. I never even considered…” She stopped, her mouth closing in a snap. The Texan she’d been talking with earlier was leaning forward, catching every word with wide, worried eyes. Another table behind her was talking to each other about the closure of the diner, one woman exclaiming in a poorly disguised whisper, “But what will MaddieBakes do?”

      “You’ve known all along,” Madison accused, her eyes growing fierce. “Ever since the hot sauce you knew, didn’t you?”

      What could I say? I searched my mind for the right words to explain my side of the story. “Yes, I knew, but I never meant to—”

      “This was all just a job for you!” Madison yelled. “I can’t believe I fell for it! You aren’t going to move here. You don’t actually care about Holly Springs, or me.”

      “Hey, that’s not true!” I defended.

      The Texas woman gasped and Madison turned, stomping from the diner. I shot Mark a glare before following Madison outside to the back road. She fled to her truck and I jogged to catch up. “Madison, wait. Let’s talk about this.”

      She spun around, her hand clutching the truck’s door handle. “I don’t know what you expect from me, Jake, but I’m done. This is done. We are obviously done. There is absolutely nothing you could say that would make me ever trust you again, and I don’t know if you realize this, but trust is a vital part of any relationship.”

      The fire in her eyes solidified her words. She was furious, as she had every right to be. “I’m sorry,” I said lamely.

      She scoffed, and I didn’t blame her. She got into her truck and I stepped closer, opening the driver’s door as she fired up the engine. “Please, just listen for a minute? I am sorry. I should have told you who I was right away, but I just wanted to see if there was any way I could help you first. I should have been honest, and for that I’m really sorry, but my intentions were good.”

      “I don’t care about your intentions,” she spat. Emotion brimmed in her eyes and I didn’t know if she was about to cry or breathe fire on me, so I backed up.

      “Just don’t give up on me. Take time to yourself, but don’t give up on me.”

      She accelerated and I jumped back, watching her reach out and slam the door closed after she’d driven down the street. Snow started to fall and I let out a breath, watching it cloud before me as Madison’s truck disappeared down the road.

      I turned back for the diner with determination. I was an idiot. There was no other way around it. But Mark? Mark was an imbecile. And if he just cost me a relationship with Madison, he was definitely going to pay.
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      I was not going to cry. I was furious and I felt stupid for trusting him, but I was definitely not going to cry.

      Jake did not deserve my tears.

      Holding onto the steering wheel with both hands, I pulled onto the side of the abandoned country road and rested my forehead on the wheel. I couldn’t avoid the diner any longer. I’d been gone for an hour now and I’d already told Joey I would relieve him for the day as soon as I could.

      Letting out one last frustrated groan, I turned back onto the road and headed back for the diner. It was still busy when I returned, and I searched the room for Jake and his brother but came up short, my gaze resting on the door to the apartment upstairs.

      “Sorry,” I said to Joey, coming up beside him. “I shouldn’t have run away like that.”

      “No worries, boss.” He turned toward me, pity and understanding shadowing his face. “They left right after you did.”

      I nodded. “Thanks, Joey.”

      He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Is it true? Is this place done?” His deep brown eyes implored me.

      “I should have told you sooner, but I was trying to find a way to save it.”

      He nodded slowly. “So how long do we have?”

      “Probably very little.”

      “I’m here as long as you need me. But…” I waited for him to continue and he looked as though he wrestled with the right words to say.

      “What is it, Joey?”

      He sighed. “I’ll be fine. I’m here as long as you need me, but I’ve been thinking of opening up a garage anyway and working on cars full time. With everything you have to worry about, I just don’t want you to have to worry about me.”

      I thanked him and watched him leave. A knot formed in my stomach. I should have given him more warning about the failing diner so he could have prepared his garage sooner. Tessa would be fine, she still lived at home with her parents. But Joey relied on his own income and the crossover between us closing down and starting a new business could not possibly be quick enough.

      Part of me had been convinced I would find a way to turn things around. Maybe I still could.

      Glancing around at the various patrons, I counted the tables of strangers who’d come, most likely, because of my MaddieBakes account.

      Six. Six tables of people drove to Holly Springs after one simple FotoFeed post to experience the desserts I’d shown them pictures of online.

      I tempered my hope and let out a breath. I needed to keep a clear head if I was going to figure out a way to save my business.

      Tessa showed up and took over waitressing while I cooked. My body held a steady thrum of anticipation as I whipped up a batch of cupcakes and a few pumpkin pies amidst the turmoil and trepidation of the coming meeting.

      Jake might have distracted his brother for now, but he would not be able to forever. And clearly Mark was eager to complete the eviction. His strongly worded letters still sat on my desk back home. Or, were the letters from Jake? All I knew was that they had the Tyler Jameson letterhead. I didn’t recall the name of the man who’d signed them.

      I pulled a pan of cupcakes from the oven and turned them out onto the counter to cool, slamming the pan on the stainless steel with force. Ugh! Why had I trusted him?

      “Hey Madison,” Tessa called, peeking through the doorway into the kitchen. “You’ve got a customer out here who would like a word.”

      Wiping my hands on a towel, I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly before following Tessa into the dining room, a wide smile pasted on my face. A woman stood at the edge of the counter, a brown paper bag clutched in her hands. She was short, with round black glasses and frizzy, curly hair shooting out in every direction.

      “MaddieBakes! Wow! It’s so good to meet you in person!”

      “Hello!” I said. Umph. She rammed me with a hug and I lost my wind momentarily.

      “I’m Janet and I am such a fan. I tried to recreate the garden cake you did last summer and failed miserably. I told my whole book club I would figure it out, but I just can’t seem to get the right angle of the flowers and they always fail. Every time, they fail!”

      “Oh no,” I lamented. “I’m sorry to hear that. What’s the issue?”

      “Well, I can’t pipe frosting to save my life. If I knew you sold the cakes, I would have just ordered it! Do you ship to Ohio?”

      “I don’t ship anywhere…currently,” I said.

      “How do I sign up for updates? I am determined to take that garden cake to book club.” She leaned in and giggled. “Maybe I’ll even tell them you did it.”

      I laughed awkwardly while Janet cackled.

      “I’m joking. Of course I would tell everyone who made it. They would just die. My whole book club loves you.”

      Wow. Is this what they called a superfan? “That’s really sweet. Thank you, Janet. You can watch for updates on my FotoFeed account. Welcome to Holly Springs.”

      “I cleaned out the last of your cupcakes,” she said, lifting the brown paper bag. “I’m going to send pictures of me eating them to my book club. Sharon is going to be so jealous.”

      “Janet,” a man called, waiting behind her with a sour look on his face. “We need to hit the road.”

      She leaned in as if she wanted to impart a secret, but then didn’t lower her voice at all. “My husband didn’t want to make the detour but when I found out you were only an hour out of the way, I insisted.”

      “Well…thank you.”

      “I’ll see you next summer,” Janet called, following her irritable husband from the diner. I couldn’t help but smile. The woman was a character. If this was what I had to look forward to, then I absolutely needed to get this sweet shop open, stat.

      I waited for Tessa to return from helping a table with a young family. “Hey, I need to set up a meeting for this evening. Are you going to be able to stay?”

      “Definitely,” she said. “I’ve gotten more tips this afternoon than I usually get in a week.”

      Tessa went back to work and I hid in the back kitchen, piping frosting onto the cooled cupcakes with determination. I pulled out my phone in a moment of bravery and sent Jake a text.

      

      Tell your brother to meet me at The Bell at nine tomorrow morning.

      

      A minute passed excruciatingly slowly as I leaned my hip against the counter and watched the little icon on my phone indicating that Jake was typing. I finally got a text message back and my stomach dropped in disloyal disappointment.

      

      He’ll be there.

      

      That was it? No additional apologies or requests for another meeting? And definitely no “we.”

      I turned back to my baking. Selecting a cupcake and pulling the paper off, I took a big bite. I would drown my sorrows in sugar. It wasn’t healthy, but it was effective.
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      I peeked into the kitchen on my way back out of the diner, but Madison didn’t see me. She was focused on her cupcakes, and I didn’t blame her. Life went on.

      For about five minutes, I’d been dangerously close to pouring my heart out to her via text. But at the last minute, I erased the whole thing. What would it help? She needed to meet with Mark and work out her business without me around. If I gave her some time to cool off, then maybe later I could approach her with a cooler head and explain my side of the story. I didn’t expect her to agree with my actions, but maybe if I begged her, she would give me another chance.

      I had to try.

      I slipped quietly from the diner with my bag over my shoulder and then dumped it in the trunk of my Audi. Driving the familiar route to Grandma Hart’s house, I pulled into the driveway beside her old station wagon and let myself into the house.

      Mark sat on the couch with the photo album on his lap. I wondered if I’d had that very same dazed look on my face when I saw those photos for the first time.

      He shook his head, handing the photo album to Grandma Hart. “These are nice, but I just don’t remember.”

      “I don’t blame you, Mark,” Grandma Hart said. “You were very young.”

      He turned to me. “Have you talked to Mom and Dad about this?”

      I shook my head. “I was planning on calling them after Christmas.”

      “You really aren’t coming to Palm Springs?”

      “Why should I?” I asked, dropping onto the padded chair beside Grandma Hart’s. “It’s just another networking trip. I’m staying here.”

      Mark’s eyebrows rose. “For Christmas?”

      I snuck a glance at Grandma Hart, but she didn’t give me away. Why would she? She had been respectful of my personal space thus far. I sighed. There was no point in keeping it a secret anymore.

      “Grandma said I could stay here, actually, until I find a place. I can work remotely. I’ve just really fallen in love with this town.”

      “Just this town?” Mark asked, skeptically. He shook his head. “This is outrageous. I doubt you’ll last a week.”

      I hadn’t expected Mark to understand, but I had hoped for a little more acceptance. “You need to meet Madison at nine tomorrow morning at the diner. And give her a chance, alright?”

      He scoffed. “What’s gotten into you? You’ve been so different lately. You’re soft.”

      “No, I just found what I’d been missing. I didn’t realize before how hollow and empty I was. But Grandma and Madison have shown me how much more fulfilling life can be when you spend your time in a meaningful way.” I could tell that Mark was skeptical. “Just promise me you’ll give Madison a new lease. The diner failed, but that was her dad’s. She has a huge following on FotoFeed for her baking and if she markets a bakery in Holly Springs, she’ll do well. She tagged her diner in one post, Mark, and has already more than doubled her customers.”

      Mark shook his head and I wanted to shake him. “She ignored her eviction notices and owes us four months of back rent.”

      “Just do it for me, then. But trust me, Mark, you’ll regret it if you don’t go with her.”

      “She really is a sweet girl,” Grandma Hart said. I smiled at her, but it was no use. Mark was set in his ways and he didn’t like to change his mind once he’d set it in one direction.

      But using the tenant already in the space and not needing to find a new one was a major point in Madison’s favor. Hopefully Mark’s pride wouldn’t get in the way. One way or another, I was going to get Madison her bakery.

      “Maybe I should come to the meeting,” I said.

      “You’re off the project,” Mark said immediately. “The office will pay for your time, but I didn’t come all this way to watch you sit around and waste my money. I’m going to meet her tomorrow and leave straight for the airport after. I need to get to Palm Springs.”

      An idea formed in my mind and I stood immediately. “I need to go.” I bent down and kissed Grandma Hart on the cheek. Picking up my bag, I paused at the door. “Sorry. I’ll call later, but don’t expect me back for a couple of days.”

      “Where are you going?” Mark asked, exasperated. He looked from me to Grandma Hart, his eyes saying, You can’t just leave me here alone!

      “Home,” I answered. “But I’ll be back. I just have some business to take care of.”

      Their faces were bewildered, but I didn’t have time to waste. I had to get to Palm Springs, and fast.
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      Mark was every bit as obnoxious as the letters from his company had been. I did my best not to compare him to Jake, but it was nearly impossible not to. They were brothers, after all. And so very, very different.

      If I had met Mark first instead of Jake, the past few weeks would have turned out very differently.

      “You understand that you have seventy-two hours to vacate before I press charges?”

      I ground my teeth. Christmas Eve. The man was forcing me to be out by the end of the day on Christmas Eve. The meeting had not gone well, despite my promises and the charts I’d drawn out. “Yeah, I still understand that.”

      “Great,” Mark said, straightening out his pant legs as he stood. He shot a last look at my charts and then promptly looked away again. “I’m sorry things had to end this way, but it’s just business.”

      “Right,” I said. I really didn’t like this guy. “Are you planning on telling Jake to get his stuff so I can clear out the apartment upstairs?”

      “Oh, he didn’t tell you?” Mark said, sucking a breath between his teeth. “He’s already gone.”

      “Is he staying with Mrs. Hart?”

      He shook his head, his gaze full of pity. “No, he’s gone. He left Holly Springs last night.”

      I clenched my fists, smiling at the snake until he left my diner. Well, his diner. I should have known. Jake never really intended to stay. I was so naive.

      I crossed the now-empty diner and watched through an opening in the painted window as Mark got into his car and sped away. Turning away from the snowy scene outside, I pulled out my phone and texted Britney.

      

      At the diner and I need some backup.

      

      Within seconds I received a reply.

      

      On my way.

      

      I quickly sent another text.

      

      Also, it’s going to take a while.

      

      👍

      

      Her thumbs up emoji was instantaneous and I felt inordinately grateful for my best friend. Within ten minutes, she’d arrived at the diner and enveloped me in a hug.

      “Talk gets around,” she said. “And I’m supposed to hate Jake Tyler now, right?”

      I nodded into her shoulder.

      “Done.”

      Laughing, I pulled away from her and sat on a nearby chair.

      “What’s the damage?” she asked, sitting on the chair across from me. Her eyebrows shot up. “He cheated!”

      “No!” I laughed at the ludicrousness of her statement. “Why do you always jump to that?”

      Her face fell momentarily, and she laughed awkwardly. “Maybe I’m projecting. If you must know, I’ve had doubts for some time.”

      Should I tell her I had doubts about her boyfriend, too? “About Todd?”

      She nodded, pulling the salt shaker toward her and playing with it in her fingers. “I don’t have proof, so I feel silly even saying it out loud. It’s just a feeling.”

      “Have you confronted him about it?”

      Britney gave me a look that said she absolutely had not confronted Todd. Not that it surprised me. For a feisty blonde with an attitude, she tended to become extremely submissive around her boyfriend.

      Standing up to him was not in her wheelhouse.

      “I’ll support you, whatever you decide. But know that you deserve better than that.”

      “What if it’s just paranoia?” she asked.

      “Then you’ll know.”

      Britney nodded and I sighed. “Now for my depressing news. I have to be out of here within three days or Jake’s brother and his company are going to press charges against me.”

      Britney gasped. “Can he do that?”

      I nodded. “I’m the one who has been avoiding the eviction papers. He’s well within his rights.”

      Britney stood at once, glancing around the space. “Alright, tell me where to start.”

      Slowly, I pulled myself to my feet. “Well, we might as well start with the apartment upstairs. It’s vacant now, and I don’t plan on shutting the doors to The Bell until the last possible second.”
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      Mrs. Hart stepped inside the diner and walked toward me with the look of a woman who had a purpose. There were no customers currently and after finishing up the apartment with Britney, I’d taken the last few hours to pack up the things in the diner and the kitchen that I didn’t need.

      I did leave the Christmas decorations up, though.

      “You can’t give up, Madison Bell.”

      How did I tell an old woman that her grandson had kicked me out? “I don’t really have much choice. I did everything I could.”

      “Everything?” She looked at me with an eerily intelligent gaze and I wanted to step back a little. I refrained.

      I sighed, shaking my head. “I made charts showing my projected income and potential traffic. Mark still didn’t think I had enough data. And he kind of had a point. I did a lot of guessing on my projections. He’s looking for a guarantee.”

      “Where is his compassion? He’s his father’s son, one hundred percent.”

      I wanted to ask if Jake fell far from the family tree, but Mrs. Hart had only been reacquainted with him for a few weeks. How would she know?

      “What if we show him?”

      “Show him what?” I asked.

      “What if we—well, you—bake up a storm?” She gestured to the phone in my hand. “Use your little device to notify your friends that the sweet shop is open for business and running a half-off special on Christmas Eve. Then you can fill the diner with people and send a picture to Mark, and show him that you can be successful and reliable.”

      “A live feed.”

      “I suppose that’s one way to describe a successful day in the bakery.”

      “No,” I said, grinning. “On my FotoFeed, I can run a live on-going video of the promotion and show my entire following how busy we are.”

      Mrs. Hart seemed to connect the pieces. “And then Mark would probably reconsider.”

      “Let’s find out.”

      I pulled out my phone and found Mark’s number. I’d put it in after our meeting that morning, stolen from the paperwork he’d brought for me to sign.

      My nerves danced as the line rang, jumping when he answered. “Mark speaking.”

      “Yes, hello. It’s Madison Bell from Holly Springs.”

      A beat of silence stretched before I heard an irritated sigh come through the speaker. “Yes?”

      “I have a proposition to make. Just—”

      “I am not interested in hearing—”

      “Please just hear me out. I promise it will only take sixty seconds.”

      “Fine. Go.”

      I took a quick breath, looking at Mrs. Hart and then away again. “Do you already have a replacement tenant lined up?”

      His silence gave me hope. I continued. “Give me two days to get a steady flow of customers into the diner, marketing it as a bakery instead. If I can prove I’ll have a sustainable income and pay the back rent I owe, then we can sign a month-to-month lease. Just until I prove myself.”

      I held my breath, bouncing on my toes while Mrs. Hart stood across from me, her hands clasped before her as if she was pleading.

      “Fine. You know what? I’ll take it. You pay back every penny you owe and prove you can fill the place, and I’ll consider keeping you on.”

      “As a bakery,” I clarified.

      “Yes. As a bakery.”

      I hung up the phone and squealed, jumping up and down. When I calmed down, Mrs. Hart patted me on the arm in a motherly way, her smile growing wide.

      “Your father would be proud of you, dear.”

      Nodding, I hugged her, then let out a sigh.

      My wheels began turning as I glanced around the diner. Joey was on his way in. I could leave him to handle any customers while I got to work. I had two days to change Mark’s mind.

      “I better get baking.”
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      I did my best to focus on the big Christmas Eve bake sale, but my traitorous mind continued to think about Jake instead. I didn’t want to believe him capable of such deceit, but it was plain as day. He’d lied to me. And now he was gone.

      What I didn’t understand was how I could have so fully misread him. He’d felt so comfortable, trustworthy, and safe. When he’d told me he was going to stay in Holly Springs, I’d believed him. My heart had soared. And now, he had completely ruined me for other men. There definitely would be no one like Jake, and it was going to take quite some time for my heart to heal.

      “You packed the macarons?” Britney asked, coming into the back kitchen. It was an absolute mess, the counters stacked with boxes of desserts and the refrigerators full to the brim. I’d had enough customers the last two days that I’d needed to bake even more to satisfy the tourists and prepare for the big Christmas Eve bash.

      Oddly enough, we’d made very few burgers. But that was fine by me.

      If the responses I’d received on FotoFeed were any indication, the big sale was bound to be a hit. I just wished Jake was still around—and not a dirtbag—and able to see the product of his idea. I hated to say it, but he was good at his job.

      “The macarons are in those white boxes in the corner,” I said, pointing. “I really wish we had those gorgeous glass cases to display everything.”

      “When you win against Mark and get the lease back for the building, then you can get those glass cases put in.” She clapped her hands together. “We can redesign the whole place!”

      “Brit,” I said, resting my hands on the side of my face, “was this crazy? Was I insane to propose this idea? I owe a lot of back rent.”

      Her determined features zeroed in on me, bouncing the jingle bells in her hair as she spoke. “You are fighting for what you believe in. That is never a bad idea.”

      I nodded. She was right. “When will Todd be here? Is he still okay to play Santa?”

      “Shoot.”

      “What is it?” I watched her face but she refused to look at me. Her eyes searched the floor and my stomach dropped. “What happened?”

      “We broke up,” she said apologetically. “Last night.”

      “Brit, why didn’t you tell me?” I stepped forward and pulled her into a hug. She and Todd had been together since the third grade—literally—and this could not have been easy on her. It was a miracle her eyes were not puffy and swollen. Or maybe not; she really was a pro with makeup. “You don’t need to be here. You can go home and mope.”

      She shook her head, jingling, and leaned back. “I need the distraction.” She sighed, dropping her head in her hands. I had a suspicion she was doing her best not to break down in tears. Looking at me again, she said, “I took your advice and I asked him about it. He lied to me and said he’d never cheated. But I knew something wasn’t right; I could feel it. So I asked again, and I think he was just too tired to fight it, because he finally admitted that yes, there was someone else, and yes, we were over.” She lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “And now we’re over.”

      “Hellooo?” a voice called from the dining room. It sounded vaguely familiar, but I ignored it.

      “What can I do for you?” I asked Britney.

      She gave me a half-smile. “You’re doing it. Just be here for me. Hey!” she said, as though she had a sudden thought. “Let’s have a single Christmas together!”

      “What about your dad?” I asked.

      “Hellooo? Anyone here?” the voice called again. I ignored it, again.

      “He can come,” Britney said. “He’s single, too.”

      “Deal.”

      I jumped when the voice came again from right behind me. “There you are!” I turned to find the woman I’d met a few days ago who was visiting from Texas. “I need to order a pie,” she said. “And I want it to be pecan.”

      “Well you’re in luck. I happen to have a few ready to go.”

      Her giant bouffant-style hair bounced with her as she performed a happy dance for us. “I just knew I could count on you!”

      I moved into the diner and pulled a pecan pie from the refrigerator there, boxing it up and taping it closed. We completed the transaction while I asked her about her vacation, and she told me she was spending one more day in Colorado before they traveled back to Texas after Christmas.

      “Be sure to come back and see me next time you’re in the area,” I said. Should I have refrained? I didn’t know if I’d be in this location next time she was in Colorado.

      But then, a little positive thinking never hurt anyone.

      “Bye, y’all!” she called, waving behind her as she left.

      “Your first sale of the day!” Britney said, pulling a cup for herself and filling it with ice and Diet Coke. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I’m going to throw up.” I looked up, taking a deep breath and letting it out. “I’m going for a walk. Can you hold down the place until I’m back?”

      “It’s six-thirty in the morning,” Britney said. “Who’s gonna come to a bakery that early?”

      “Women from Texas, apparently.”

      Britney grinned. “Hey, she needed her pie.”

      I laughed on my way outside, pulling on my coat as I went. Snow fell lazily from the sky and I wrapped my coat tighter around my neck as I walked down the sidewalk, past shops that weren’t yet open for the day. The sun was just about to make its way over the horizon and the snow had a bright hue from the fresh light.

      The tree at the end of the road beckoned me and I walked toward it as though I had no alternative.

      Dad, if you can hear my thoughts…I’m sorry.

      I shook my head, forcing myself not to cry. It was Christmas Eve and I was not going to be a mess. Dad wouldn’t have wanted that. I was going to make a lot of sales today and earn the money I needed to keep the building.

      And if Dad was still alive, he’d be right next to me boxing up pies and bagging macarons. He’d want this bakery just as much as I did, because he loved me. It wasn’t fair for me to mope about his absence—it wasn’t properly honoring his memory.

      I scanned the tree for the snowflake ornament and rested my eyes on it. I may not have received an answer to my wish—I didn’t have Dad with me this holiday season—but I had come to terms with his loss. And he would have wanted that.

      Approaching the tree, I looked for the hourglass. Something inside me sought it out. This time, I wasn’t surprised by the running sand. It didn’t make sense, but I expected it now.

      The sun peeked over the tops of the buildings on the other side of the street and I turned back for my diner. It was time to create my own future.
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      There was a line out the door when I arrived at The Bell again, and I sucked in a breath. Traveling from Palm Springs was long and had given me plenty of time to think about how I would approach Madison, but now, standing on the sidewalk before her storefront, everything I’d planned flew from my mind.

      I stepped through the line and peeked through the window, finding a space between the reindeer and the sleigh that was void of paint. Madison stood at the counter, laughing with abandon. Her head was thrown back and I couldn’t hear her, but I could perfectly imagine what she sounded like.

      Glancing at my watch, I looked over my shoulder to where my car sat parked on the side of the road.

      Sighing, I moved back through the crowd and got into my front seat.

      “You didn’t go in?” my mom asked, puzzlement on her face.

      I shook my head, putting the car into drive. “It’s too busy. I’ll wait and go back in a few hours, I think. I’d rather talk to her without the crowds.”

      Mom leaned over and rested her hand on my forearm, squeezing it in support.

      “Are you ready?” I asked.

      She sucked in a breath, her perfectly styled blonde hair not moving one bit out of place as she nodded. “I won’t ever be ready. But let’s get this over with.”

      Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas played over the radio as we drove through town toward the little yellow house.

      “Nothing’s changed,” Mom said quietly. I wondered if she even wanted a response, so I didn’t say anything.

      We pulled into Grandma Hart’s driveway and sat in the car in silence. I turned off the ignition and waited. This couldn’t be easy for her, but I was just glad she’d agreed to come. So what if Dad was furious that we were both missing the family networking party in Palm Springs? He and Mark could handle the Greenville Corporation and Mom and I would do our part to mend broken fences. Metaphorically, of course.

      We must have sat in the car in silence for at least ten minutes before Mom opened the door and got out, and I followed her. She moved with such unsure, jerky motions that I was positive she was psyching herself up to do this. She’d been a nervous wreck since my car pulled out of the driveway in Palm Springs.

      The front door opened and Grandma Hart looked outside, her eyes squinting as though she wondered who could be visiting at seven o’clock in the evening on Christmas Eve.

      I could tell the moment she noticed Mom, for her eyes widened and her mouth fell open, her hand falling slack by her side.

      I stepped back, watching my mom approach Grandma Hart. “Hi, Mom.”

      Grandma Hart stepped forward hesitantly, Mom mirroring her actions. I was unsure who made the next move but before I could blink, they were on the porch embracing, and I was certain Grandma was crying.

      I waited until they were finished, and Grandma ushered both of us into the house. Mom stepped before me, looking around.

      “You haven’t updated your Christmas decorations in over twenty years.” Well, there was the critical mother I remembered. The reserved, anxious woman who’d been driving with me all day was a stranger. She shocked me when she said, “I love them.”

      “Of course you love them,” Grandma Hart said, taking our coats. “This is the Christmas of your childhood.”

      “Too bad it couldn’t be the Christmas of mine, as well,” I couldn’t help but say.

      Mom turned sorrowful eyes on me and I regretted my words at once. “I’m sorry, Jake. I wish I could take it back.”

      Grandma Hart led us to the sofa in the living room and we sat there while she took her usual chair across from us. “You cannot change the past, Heather. But you can adjust your future.”

      Nodding, my mom stopped tears from falling with the edge of her sleeve.

      “Now,” Grandma said, turning to me, “while you were gone there have been developments with The Bell. Madison is putting on a bake sale and trying to earn enough money and attention to convince your brother to lease her the building.”

      I followed MaddieBakes on FotoFeed. I already knew. Nodding, I said, “Has she been busy all day?”

      “Line out the door for most of it,” Grandma Hart confirmed. “You might want to get over there if you don’t want to miss all of the good treats.”

      I turned to Mom. “Do you want to come?”

      “It’s been twenty years, Jake. I think I’d rather stay here right now.”

      I expected that answer. I leaned over and kissed my mom on the cheek. A degree of bewilderment hadn’t left her eyes and I wondered if she was still coming to terms with sitting in her childhood home with her estranged mother or was simply surprised that she’d finally taken action. Whatever it was, I was proud of her.

      “Wish me luck,” I said at the door, pulling on my coat. “I’m going to get my girl.”
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      “Is it time?” Britney asked, coming around the counter and sidling up right beside me. She looked exhausted, and I didn’t blame her.

      “Almost.” The line had been out the door the entire day. Not only had people come from miles around, but the town itself showed up in droves to lend their support. The diner was mostly cleared out except for what I’d needed for the bake sale, and my dad’s photo on the wall behind us.

      It did the job I hoped it would, for I felt my dad’s presence watching over me during the course of the day.

      I cleared my throat, pulling my phone from the dock on the wall and grinning in the camera before switching off the live video on FotoFeed. We’d kept it running all day to showcase the foot traffic I was garnering; I hoped Mark had followed the link I’d sent him earlier that morning and seen for himself the success we’d had.

      The bell above the door dinged and I glanced over, but it wasn’t Jake. It was Patrick…with the new Kindergarten teacher.

      “Are we too late?” he asked.

      “We’ve got a few slices of key lime pie left and an assortment of dark chocolate cookies.”

      “I’ll take two slices of pie,” he said.

      Britney began preparing the slices while I ran up the transaction. “I thought you were going to Arizona for Christmas,” I said. “Are your parents here instead?”

      Patrick shook his head, glancing at the Kindergarten teacher with a joyful grin. “I found a reason to stay.”

      Nodding, I handed over their change and Britney gave them the slices of pie. It felt good to be right about one relationship. Patrick and his new girlfriend looked cozy and sweet. I imagined wedding bells in their future, and lots of little children and dogs.

      “Okay, Brit,” I said, turning toward her. “I can’t put it off any longer. I think it’s time.”

      She whistled, gathering the attention from the room. “It’s happening! Maddie’s making the call!”

      A few cheers rang out, buoying up my esteem. I found Mark’s name in my phone and dialed, putting it up to my ear.

      The bell over the door dinged and I glanced over, shocked to find Jake standing in the doorway, his hands slung in his pockets and his gaze directed at me.

      “Mark speaking.”

      “Hi Mark, it’s Madison Bell,” I said, watching Jake. He stood still, watching me intently. “I’ve got some numbers for you and I think you’re going to be pleased.”

      “I want your total number of customers for the day as well as gross and net gain.”

      I paused, stunned by his directness. As a landlord, he was entitled to create whatever parameters he wanted for a lease agreement, but this was bordering on crossing the line. Clearing my throat, I ignored the pounding in my heart as Jake slowly started toward me.

      “Well,” I said into the phone. “I’ve made enough to pay the back rent in full, as well as the next two months’ deposit. I can send the check immediately if you want to email me a contract.”

      “I’m afraid that isn’t going to be enough,” Mark said. “I’ll take the back rent so we can avoid pressing charges, but you need to be out by the end of the night.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said, my blood boiling. “You made me an agreement!”

      Jake approached me, saying, “Can I have the phone, please?”

      I turned my back on him. This was my fight to win. My dad’s photo faced me, but I didn’t let that derail me. “You agreed to let me lease—”

      “I agreed,” Mark cut in, “to consider it. I’ve considered it and I think you’re a liability.”

      “You Grinch!” I yelled into the phone. “How can you possibly be so selfish? I’ve proven myself today!”

      Jake came around me and reached his hand out. “Now can I have the phone?”

      “Yes,” Mark agreed in my ear, “you’ve proven yourself for one day. That’s not sufficient data to determine a lease.”

      “But we can do month-to-month—”

      “Maddie, please give me the phone,” Jake said with more force. His eyes implored me in a way I could not argue and, reluctantly, I handed him my phone.

      “Hey Mark,” he said, looking into my eyes while he spoke to his brother. “You’re off the account. Indefinitely.” There was a pause, and he added, “Then go ask Dad.”

      Hanging up the phone, Jake handed it back to me, and I felt my world slip from beneath my feet.

      “The place is yours, Maddie. Don’t worry about Mark.”

      Words escaped me and I was utterly stunned. “But…how?”

      Shrugging, Jake offered me a smile that caused my heart to squeeze. “I bought the building from my dad, and Mark has no say in who I decide to lease it to.”

      I didn’t know whether I wanted to kiss him or hit him more. But the truth of his dishonesty sat between us and I couldn’t move. I merely said, “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. Hey, listen” —he lowered his voice, stepping closer— “can we go somewhere and talk?”

      “Yes,” Britney said, pushing me toward Jake. “Yes, she can. I have this place covered.”

      I looked back at her and she widened her eyes. If I could read her mind, I knew she’d be saying, Don’t screw this up, Mads. He deserves a second chance.

      Or was that just my inner voice speaking to me? I guess I could at least give him a chance to explain.

      We made it outside and the sky was dark. Snow gathered on the sidewalk and tree branches, creating a perfect winter wonderland.

      I crossed my arms across my chest as we made our way down the sidewalk. “I just don’t know what to say.”

      “Thank you?” he offered.

      “No, I mean I really don’t know what to say. I’m grateful, of course. But I’m still furious.”

      He nodded. “You have a right to be. I should have been honest from the beginning. But when I met you, I knew I couldn’t follow Mark’s orders and force your eviction. I knew I had to try and help you.”

      “Then why didn’t you say that?”

      He looked at me until I turned to face him, returning his gaze. “Would you have listened?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Smiling, he said, “And we never will know. But my intentions all along were good. I screwed up, and I’m sorry, and if there is any way you can find it in yourself to forgive me and give me a second chance, I will consider it a Christmas miracle.”

      I glanced over his shoulder at the giant town tree and the snowflake ornament hanging at eye level. “Christmas miracles aren’t real.”

      He followed my gaze behind his shoulder and glanced at the tree.

      I continued, “I’ve wished on a snowflake every year for my whole life and I’ve never gotten what I wished for.”

      “What did you wish for this year?” he asked softly.

      “To have my dad with me this Christmas.”

      “Well, didn’t you?”

      I turned sharply to look him in the eyes. “No.”

      His mouth formed a small smile. “You don’t think he was there, watching over you just now in The Bell?”

      I thought back to the moment when Jake had asked for the phone and I’d turned my back on him and faced the photo of my dad. I had felt him close then. And, I supposed, I felt the same way when I was singing to the elderly in the nursing home, and when I’d decorated the tree with Jake.

      Even when I’d placed the snowflake on the tree, I’d felt a warmth and an inclination that Dad was watching me.

      “I guess,” I said slowly, “he was around. Maybe not physically, but he was with me.”

      Nodding, Jake tentatively reached for my hand. “And what would he say about me?”

      “That you screwed up. But then, haven’t we all?” I said right away. “He would probably also say that I should give you another chance.”

      He smiled contritely and I felt myself grin. “And will you?” he asked.

      I glanced back at the tree. Maybe Jake had messed up, but so had I. No one was perfect, but Jake was here and he was trying to make amends.

      I looked into his eyes, trying to determine whether or not I was making the right choice. He’d done a dumb thing by keeping the whole truth from me, but I could see how he had only been trying to help. As misguided as his process was, his motives were good. I sucked in a breath and chose to go for it.

      “Sure, I’ll give you another chance,” I said. “But don’t mess it up this time.”

      He grinned, wider than I’d ever seen, and picked me up in his arms, swinging me around in a circle. I laughed at the shock of it all and found my voice muffled when he pressed his lips against mine. Kissing me, he slowly lowered my feet to the ground without breaking contact. I heard whoops and hollering behind me and broke away to see that a crowd had formed outside The Bell.

      Turning back to Jake, the hourglass ornament behind him caught my eye and I stilled. I approached the tree and tapped the glass, but the sand didn’t run. It had finally all settled on the bottom half of the ornament.

      Arms slid around my waist from behind and pulled me tight against a solid chest, and I leaned my head back, listening to the steady beat of Jake’s heart.

      Maybe Christmas miracles did exist, after all.
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      I hung up the phone and went back into Mrs. Hart’s living room, bringing a pumpkin pie with me and setting it on the coffee table in the center of the living room.

      “What did she say?” Jake asked as I slipped back onto the sofa beside him, nestling into the crook of his arm.

      “She said she would be happy to decorate the bakery,” I said.

      “Who is this?” Mrs. Hart asked, coming back down the stairs to join us in front of the fire.

      “Ivy Winston. I just hired her to redecorate The Bell while we remodel it to be a bakery.”

      Mrs. Hart smiled, lowering herself into her chair. “What a lovely idea. That woman is a dear.”

      “And she’s talented, besides,” I agreed.

      Jake pulled himself off the couch, reaching a hand out to help me up. “Walk with me?”

      “In twenty-degree weather?”

      “Yes,” he said concisely.

      I let him help me into my coat and caught a wink from Mrs. Hart before stepping into the frigid night. We walked down the porch steps and to the sidewalk, meandering down the road.

      Snow began to fall around us and I laughed, looking up.

      “You know what you were saying, about your dad being with you this season?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Well, I have a feeling he will always be around. And I know I can’t ever get to know him, but I’m pretty sure he’s going to hang around us, just to keep me in line.”

      I had to laugh. “Yeah, that sounds like him.”

      Jake grinned, pausing on the sidewalk and pulling me toward him. “Really, I just wanted to do this.” He leaned down and kissed me, his hands wrapping around me tightly.

      I grabbed the pockets of his coat and pulled him closer, deepening the kiss. Snow fell on us, and I could feel the cold flakes landing on my cheeks.

      “Hey!” a small voice yelled from across the street. “What are you guys doing?”

      Groaning, Jake pulled away, resting his forehead against mine for a moment before turning his head toward the kid and yelling, “Nothing.”

      I laughed as Jake leaned down to kiss me again and the small voice hollered, “But what are you doing?”

      Sighing, Jake backed away from me, pulling my hand with him, and shouted, “Go home, Bradley.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to find Bradley grinning on the other side of the street.

      “He’s a troublemaker,” Jake muttered.

      “Yeah, maybe. But he’s not the only one.”

      Grinning, Jake turned suddenly and lifted me into the air. “Watch what you say, missy. I can be lots of trouble.”

      I looked into his eyes and counted my blessings: this man, my home, my bakery. Even my town was a blessing. I sighed in contented bliss; I couldn’t be happier.

      Thank heavens for snowflake wishes.
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      Separating from her husband left Ivy feeling heartbroken and lost. Six months later, she’s empowered and independent. So, when her soon to be ex-husband reveals his desire to get back together, her fear of losing her recently found confidence competes with the sudden longing to be back in his arms.

      

      A trial separation was the last thing Derick expected his wife to suggest. But after six months of mulling it over, he understands why she asked him to leave. Having made the changes necessary to show he’s invested in their marriage, he’s ready to win her back.

      

      Derick tries to convince Ivy that their marriage is worth fighting for. But in a town shrouded in holiday tradition, Ivy, the town’s party planner only has time and room in her heart for twelve days of convincing — until Christmas eve. Will twelve dates be enough for her to forgive and forget his past mistakes, or for them to remember why they fell in love in the first place?
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