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      The scent of cinnamon tickled my nose as the door to Jingle Bells Bakery opened, filling me with the excitement that always accompanied the beginning of December until I glanced down and read the letter that I’d just picked up from my post office box. The Christmas Mountain Country Club was canceling their future orders with my business, Macy’s Morsels? But they were my biggest client and their customers loved my cookies! My chest squeezed.

      No, I wouldn’t let stress bring me down this holiday season.

      But how could I not worry when my beloved business was plummeting?

      A gingerbread latte was needed pronto as a pick-me-up.

      Twinkling lights shined around the bakery’s front windows and snow sat on the windowsills, as I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. I stepped back on the snow-lined sidewalk as a family filed out of the café, a reindeer-shaped cookie clasped in the little boy’s hand as his eyes sparkled with anticipation. My heart warmed remembering that same feeling of wonder and magic I’d had as a child at Christmas, a time when the word “income” had yet to enter my mind.

      My business had been doing so well. In fact, when I heard the Snowflake Skating Rink would be leasing space in their building, I applied to rent that space and finally achieve my dream: a storefront for Macy’s Morsels.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t afford to lease the space if I lost my biggest client. I clenched the paper in my hand, disappointment rolling through me. I’d focused hard the last decade to build my business after obtaining my Associate’s Degree in Accounting from the local junior college. With the exception of the book club, I’d given up all remnants of a social life in lieu of working long hours in order to arrive at this point. No way could I give up my dream without a fight.

      I would call my contact at the country club, find out the problem and resolve it. That’s all there was to it. I’d have to do whatever it took since I’d learned the hard way that I could only rely on myself. My dad had left when I was little, after telling my mom he was not cut out for parenthood. Um, would’ve been nice to tell her that before you had a child with her, dude.

      My mom, Addie Wilcox, never remarried and spent most of her time focusing on other people’s lives—she’d aptly been dubbed the town gossip—so I’d taught myself how to be self-sufficient and also learned to value my privacy, which was no easy feat in this small Montana mountain town of roughly eight-thousand people who seemed to see and hear everything.

      As a rational and responsible thirty-year-old woman, I loved running my cookie company, Macy’s Morsels—ah, how I loved that name—and I’d launched it with a well-thought-out business plan. Surely, a gingerbread latte would get me in the right mode to confront my former—hopefully not for long, though—client and win them back so my income would be stable enough to commit to that lease contract.

      As I waited to go into the crowded café, another family came out the front door and I recognized the mom, Vicki Baker—oh, wait, had she changed her last name when she got married?—who was my ex best friend’s sister. I’d spent so much time at their house growing up, but I found myself ducking so Vicki wouldn’t see me. My ex bff, Cara, and I’d had a big falling out (long story). I didn’t need a confrontation with Cara’s sister to make my day even worse.

      Once they disappeared down the sidewalk, I went inside and joined the long line to the counter. “Jingle Bell Rock” wafted through the speakers and I glanced at the tree in the corner of the bakery, my gaze lowering to the box of ornaments on the floor with a sign inviting customers to choose an ornament to hang on the tree along with a wish. It was a miniature version of The Sharing Tree, which stood just off Main Street beside The Falls.

      Every year, townspeople and visitors alike hung an ornament on the tree in remembrance of someone or as a wish for something. I’d yet to do either this year, but maybe it was time to make a great big wish that my client would recommit. Couldn’t hurt, right? Everyone believed in the tree’s Christmas magic, so it was certainly worth a try.

      Speaking of . . . I needed to get my own Christmas tree.

      This task had been sitting on my very organized To-Do list, but with my not-nearly-big-enough kitchen I had to work long hours baking cookies. My heart sank a little at the thought of spending money on a tree, though, if I didn’t get my big client back. I’d just been to Reed Bank and had withdrawn some cash from my meager savings, which was certainly not going to last long without the income from the country club. I squeezed those green bills in my hand as I closed my eyes, trying to calculate how long it would take to open a storefront with this setback.

      “Put that cash away before it gets snatched!” came a female voice from beside me.

      “What the . . .?” I spun around and saw the mischievous smile of my friend Harmony Harris. I put a hand to my chest. “Oh, Harmony. Must you scare me like that? Theft in our little mountain town is highly unlikely.”

      “True,” she said, throwing her head back with a laugh. “But, seriously, Macy. What are you doing with that wad?”

      “Just came from the bank,” I said, forcing a smile for my friend who obviously had no idea it wasn’t a good time for jokes with my business in trouble. I had the urge to confide in her but managed to resist. I’d learned to keep my private business to myself. Even though I trusted my friends from The Mistletoe Book Club, bad news had a way of getting out and unfortunately my own mother usually had a helping hand in spreading such gossip around town. Sigh. Wanting to change the subject, I glanced at the Santa Claus clock on the wall. “Aren’t you late for work?”

      Harmony tilted her head. “As manager of Silver Bells Luxury Tours, it’s my absolute duty to make sure the owner has enough sustenance to get him through the day.”

      “Roughly translated, you’re getting Adam Kline one of the café’s world-famous cinnamon rolls so you can get one for yourself, too. Am I right?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Pretty much.”

      “Brilliant move,” I said, the corners of my mouth lifting.

      “Really, though, what gives?” she asked, gesturing to the letter still gripped in my hand. “You seemed upset when you walked in.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing . . .” I stuffed the letter into my pocket along with my cash. “Love your sweater. Very festive,” I said, changing the subject.

      “Well, it’s December now. With Christmas approaching, wearing red is a must,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee. She narrowed her eyes for a few seconds before a slow smile spread across her face. “Speaking of this festive season . . . I have a favor to ask.”

      “I’d love to help,” I said, taking a step forward in line and tapping my temple as if I’d just remembered something. “But the last time you asked for a favor, I had to do the ice bucket challenge and photos of me looking like a wet rat ended up all over the internet.”

      She held up a finger. “You should thank me for those photos going viral. The exposure was good for your business, which is why Macy’s Morsels is so solid.”

      I groaned, if only. “I remember one thing viral about that favor . . . the cold I got afterward.”

      “Ick, not fun,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “But this favor is better. You’ll be warm, cozy, and spreading Christmas joy all over town.”

      “Instead of germs?” I asked.

      “Exactly.” She nodded, and her sparkly Santa earrings bounced. “No germs, I promise.”

      “What is it?” I asked, intrigued.

      She did a little jig. “I knew I could count on you!”

      “Whoa,” I said, raising a hand as I moved forward in line again. “I haven’t agreed to anything yet. I need to know what you’re talking about first.”

      “But you will agree,” she said, grinning.

      “Not necessarily,” I said, knowing I needed to put extra time into my business now that I’d lost my biggest client. What had happened to make them cancel?

      “Okay, here’s the deal, Macy. How would you like to be . . .” Harmony stepped back, threw her arms wide and wiggled her fingers in a ‘jazz hands’ kind of way. “Dun-dun-nu-nah . . . Christmas Mountain’s Mrs. Santa Claus this holiday season? You’d love that, right? I’m on the committee, so I get to appoint the person and I choose you. Yay!”

      I tucked my chin. “Me? Playing the part of Mrs. Claus?”

      She put a finger to my chest. “Yes, you! You’re the lucky one.”

      “Hmm,” I said, remembering that the roles of Mr. and Mrs. Claus were volunteer positions for a handful of events around town that were fun for all involved, especially the kids.

      It might be fun, playing jolly Mrs. Claus. But who was I to pretend to be anyone’s wife right now? Santa would have to cook, clean, and stuff stockings for the entire world all by himself while I focused on saving my cookie business. Otherwise, I already wanted a divorce.

      Relief washed over me as I remembered something.

      “The role of Mrs. Claus is already covered,” I said, snapping my fingers. “Nina from our book club is Mrs. Claus this year. She told Carol and me at the last meeting.”

      “That was Nina’s intention,” Harmony said, putting a finger to her cheek. “But her hours increased at the ski resort and you know she also waits tables at the country club.” She put her palms together in the prayer position. “So, I need you. The entire town needs you.”

      I laughed. “Not too much pressure.”

      “Pretty please? You’ll love being Mrs. Claus, I promise.”

      Her mention of the country club reminded me of the letter I’d just received from them canceling their contract. Ugh.

      “It sounds fun and I want to help you out.” I bit my bottom lip and stepped forward in line. “But it’s not a good time. I’m sure Faith will give Nina time off at the ski resort to volunteer.”

      “Yeah, Faith is really cool. I used to work with her, but⁠—”

      “But nothing,” I said, knowing I would need an extra-large gingerbread latte to give me the strength to beg my client (if necessary) not to leave me. Would begging be unprofessional? More like pleading really, which could be construed as another form of asking nicely. “Nina seemed excited to be Mrs. Claus and will be thrilled to do it in her spare time.”

      “That’s the thing. Nina’s spare time is being spent looking after her grandpa.”

      “Nice try,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re not going to get me with that one, though. I’ve met Nina’s grandpa and he’s as sprightly as they come. In fact, I saw him on the slopes last week when I was delivering orders up on the mountain.”

      She nodded. “Last Thursday, right? Midday?”

      “Have you been stalking me?” I joked.

      “Stalking you does sound fun, but no. Thursday is when Nina’s grandpa took a tumble while skiing and broke his leg. She has to look after him during her time off for at least six weeks.”

      My eyes widened. “Oh, no. I did hear the ambulance that day.”

      “Yeah, that was him.”

      “Poor guy. Is he okay?” I asked, raising a finger at the gal behind the counter. “Twenty-ounce gingerbread latte, please. Do you have anything larger?”

      She shook her head. Didn’t hurt to ask.

      “Gingerbread latte?” Harmony asked, with a frown. “You’re the queen of the biggest, frothiest hot chocolates here. Now I know something is going on. What is it, Macy? Spill.”

      I handed over the money for my drink and waited in silence as the barista prepared it, but I didn’t answer Harmony. She gave me a look and frowned, but didn’t press further. Once my drink was ready, we walked outside, the cold air taking my breath away. I took a sip of the delicious hot liquid, hoping it would ease my worries. No such luck.

      “Honestly, Harmony, I’d love to help you out, but Macy’s Morsels is busier than ever at the moment,” I said, which was not a lie. I was going to be very busy trying to win my client back or very busy drumming up more business to make up for the loss. “I’m sorry, but it doesn’t leave me time for anything else right now.”

      “We all know you’re a workaholic, Macy.” Harmony stopped at a bench, wiped the snow off the seat, and sat down. “But it’s time for you to stop and smell the mistletoe.”

      My nose wrinkled. “Mistletoe? Why? I’m not dating anyone.”

      “I know, we should fix that. Speaking of which, Dave’s friend wants to meet you,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows. “I told him you bake.”

      “No way,” I said, shaking my head. “The last guy he set me up with lost his job while we were dating and didn’t get that I still had to work.”

      “Didn’t I tell you Larry finally got a new job? You should give him another shot.”

      “No way. He got fired for being late too many times, Harmony. That doesn’t exactly check a box for me. I need someone more responsible.”

      “He does stay out way too late on week nights, that’s true.”

      “Besides, I don’t have time to date,” I said, taking a sip of my latte. “Tell Dave thanks, but no thanks. Sorry.”

      “How about the Mrs. Claus gig, though? It’s only part time, Macy. Please be Mrs. Claus for the holiday season. If not for me then do it for the children. Christmas won’t be Christmas without Mr. and Mrs. Claus.”

      “That’s a low blow,” I said, shaking my finger at her and rolling my eyes. “Mr. Riley did a great job as Santa last year and the kids loved him. I’m sure he can find a Mrs. Claus.”

      Harmony’s mouth curved downward. “We don’t have Mr. Riley this year, unfortunately. He’s gone into a nursing home.”

      My face fell. “Oh, no . . .”

      “You see my predicament? And why I need you?”

      Oops. Showing sympathy had been a mistake. I had played right into Harmony’s hands.

      “Don’t you want to bring magic to the kids of Christmas Mountain? Just imagine in the years to come people will be sitting here drinking coffee and reminiscing about the lovely Mrs. Claus who always gave everyone a warm cookie.” She looked me right in the eye. “Tell me you won’t be a scrooge and unravel a thread in the tapestry of this town’s Christmas traditions.”

      Man, she was good. Way too good.

      I threw up my arms. “Fine, I’ll do it!”

      “Woo-hoo!” Harmony wiggled her hips and then hugged me. “You’re the best.”

      “I’m a sucker,” I said, squeezing my friend back. “Lot of good being the best is going to do me when it comes to sleep.”

      “You’ll make it work,” Harmony said, waving her hand dismissively. “Now that that’s settled, let me tell you about this friend of Dave’s.”

      I groaned. “Harmony, no.”

      “He’s super nice and he’s got a lot of really⁠—”

      Suddenly, something smacked me in the back. Hard. “Ouch!” I exclaimed.

      A second later, I felt a smack on my shoulder. Snowballs?

      “Hey!” I exclaimed, jerking my hand out of my pocket to ward off any further attacks and accidentally sending my hard-earned cash soaring through the air. Moments later, the bills fluttered around us like rectangular, green snowflakes. “Oh, no!”

      Harmony gasped. “It’s like the lotto dropped a load of cash.”

      “You mean my rent money,” I said, turning to scold whoever had smacked me with the snowballs. “Look, there is plenty of space around here for you kids to mess around, so don’t play right here in the front of⁠—”

      And that’s when a snowball smacked me in the forehead.

      “Agh!” I said, as freezing snow bits dribbled down my face and into the top of my coat. “Cold-cold-cold!” I jerked backward, pulling off my gloves to get the snow out.

      “Sorry, it was an accident,” a male voice called out.

      “Three times is an accident?” I asked, lifting my head and my gaze connecting with the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. And beneath those blue eyes was the perfect smile.

      My tummy did a flip. The man in front of me was gorgeous.

      He stopped in front of me with his palms up. “Complete and total accident, for real.”

      “One snowball could be construed as an accident,” I said, gazing at blue eyes that seemed to peer into my soul. My legs turned to spaghetti, so I gripped the bench for support and hoped he couldn’t tell how he affected me. “But two snowballs in the back and one in the face? Doesn’t exactly scream accident.”

      “Josh and Cody are responsible for the first two,” he said, gesturing behind me. “They were trying to hit me and have really bad aim.”

      I glanced behind the (gorgeous) man where two young boys were snickering.

      “The third was my bad aim,” he said, grimacing and looking mischievous at the same time. “I was aiming at Harmony.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Harmony said, with a giggle.

      He held my gaze. “Please believe I didn’t mean to hit an innocent bystander.”

      A little zing zapped my belly. I wanted to believe anything he said.

      “It’s fine, no worries,” I said, bending down to pick up my cash from the ground.

      He knelt down beside me. “Let me help . . .”

      “That’s okay, I’ve got it,” I said.

      “Here, don’t forget these.” He reached next to me for some bills, leaning so close that I breathed in the heady scent of his sandalwood cologne.

      I suddenly felt lightheaded. “Oh, um, thanks . . .”

      “You’re welcome,” he said, his voice smooth and his eyes level with mine. He smiled, revealing straight white teeth beneath those full lips. Oh, wow.

      I shook my head, trying to snap out of his spell. I’d just gotten rid of one irresponsible man from my life, and this guy was clearly cut from the same cloth, given that he liked throwing snowballs in the middle of a street. Seemed like another man-child, which was not for me.

      “Here you go,” he said, folding the bills and tucking them into the envelope I’d dropped.

      “Thank you,” I said, my fingers brushing his as I took the envelope, causing warm tingles to skitter up my hand. Not good, Macy. Not good. “Well, um, back to work for me. Harmony, you’re walking this way, right?”

      She nodded. “Yep.”

      I turned to leave when Mr. Snowball stepped in front of me, extending his hand. “I’m Cal. Cal Bradley.”

      I paused, but then took his warm hand in mine. “I’m Macy.”

      “You two don’t know each other?” Harmony asked, a grin playing on her lips. “Well, this is serendipitous.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, wondering if this was the guy Dave had planned to set me up with. If so, his taste had improved in the looks department.

      “I’ll tell you how, Macy,” Harmony said, holding her arm out wide. “You have just met your husband for the holiday season. Cal Bradley is your Santa Claus. Cal, Macy is your Mrs. Claus.”

      “No kidding,” Cal said, squeezing my hand, which I didn’t think he’d realized he was still holding. Then someone called to him from a truck and he released my hand. He waved to the guy and then turned back to me. “I have to run. I’ll see you later, wifey.”

      I tucked my chin and stared after him as he dashed off. Wifey? No, no, and no.

      I didn’t have time to let yet another irresponsible man distract me right now, no matter how tempting he might be. But I’d already agreed to be Mrs. Claus, so there was nothing I could do about that fact. Cal Bradley would be my fake husband for Christmas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “I need to start working out again,” I said, dragging another heavy box out of the storage room behind The Claus Cabin at Silver Bells Luxury Tours—a favorite place for people to see Mr. and Mrs. Santa Claus in Christmas Mountain.

      “You can do one of those fifteen-minute online workout videos,” Harmony said, pulling a box to the storage room door. “Doesn’t take a lot of time and it’s free.”

      “A free workout fits my budget,” I said, wiping my hands on my jeans and leaving streaks of dust down both legs. “Send me the link to your favorite video when you get a chance.”

      “Will do,” she said, glancing over at me as my eyebrows knit together. “Everything okay, Macy?”

      “Not really.” I grunted, pushing the heavy box forward into The Claus Cabin. “I’m happy to do my fair share of the work for this gig, but where is Mr. Claus? You said he’d be here.”

      “I’m not sure where he is,” she said, as if she just realized he hadn’t showed up.

      “Probably off throwing snowballs at unsuspecting coffee drinkers,” I mused.

      Harmony laughed. “Very funny. Don’t forget that snowball was meant for me. You were just collateral damage.”

      “Ah, that’s okay then,” I joked, finally getting the box all the way into the cabin. “What’s inside this box, anyway?”

      “Gifts for the kids.” Harmony followed behind me, letting out a low whistle as she gazed around the cozy interior of my part-time home for the next few weeks.

      “You have outdone yourself in the decorating department,” she said, walking around the cabin and checking out my hard work.

      “Thank you,” I said, smiling at the compliment as I stepped back and looked around the room. “I hope the kids like it.”

      Sheer navy voile curtains were pinned to the ceiling, each panel coming together in the center. Behind the voile, I’d strung tiny, white string lights, creating the impression of a galaxy of stars in the night sky. A projector sat on a shelf, sending swathes of green, purple, and pink lights across the makeshift sky at intervals, mimicking the Northern Lights.

      For the final piece of this scene, a red and white striped pole rose up the middle of the cabin and out the ceiling—well, that’s what it appeared to do—with a big silver ball sitting on top of the roof. I’d purchased the ball with the petty cash for the event and had talked a muscular elf into setting it up for me.

      Harmony leaned out the window and pointed to the ball. “What’s that supposed to be?”

      I smiled. “It’s the top of the North Pole, of course. The giant silver ball has a radar on it, so the elves can detect any low flying aircraft that might be looking for Santa’s secret hideaway.”

      “I never thought I’d say this, but . . .” She gave me a weird look. “You might be getting a little too into this role.”

      “When I was a kid, I figured Santa had to protect his house somehow,” I said, remembering how Cara—my former bff—and I used to ponder these things for hours. “You know, in case of invasion.”

      “Um, sure, that makes total sense. Not,” she said, jumping aside as a person dressed up as an elf hurried past us with a bundle of holly. There were half a dozen elves running around, who worked for Silver Bells Luxury Tours. “Well, the place looks amazing. Great job!”

      “Thanks,” I said, feeling pretty proud that I’d taken a lot of my nervous tension and poured that energy into something positive, no thanks to the snowball king.

      Unfortunately, I still had plenty of tension since I’d left a message for my contact at the Christmas Mountain Country Club two days ago and still hadn’t heard back. Very odd. What could’ve happened to make them ignore me? “Still lots to do before the first gig,” I said, wishing I had a Santa who would show up and pitch in.

      Unlucky in love in real life and pretend. Gold star for me.

      “What’s left to do?” Harmony asked.

      “I need to get dressed and do my makeup, which might take awhile.” I gestured at my ponytail with stray locks and then to my outfit. “I think you’ll agree that ripped jeans and a t-shirt won’t set the right tone for Mrs. Claus.”

      “Not so much.” Harmony smirked. “All right, sweetie, I’ll help you move the throne and then I must ‘dasher’ off to make sure the sleigh rides are ready for action back at Silver Bells.”

      I laughed at her joke. “Dasher off? Good one.”

      Harmony worked incredibly hard at the tour company she managed, where they arranged tours including reindeer and horse-drawn sleigh rides through the mountainside forest to bring families to Santa’s Grotto and to The Claus Cabin. This business stretched back decades, created by old Mr. Kline, who brought Christmas to life in this magical forest in honor of his son, Adam, who had loved Christmas as a child. So sweet!

      When Adam first arrived in Christmas Mountain after his father died, he’d been set on selling Silver Bells Luxury Tours, but thanks to the then-manager, Faith Sterling, Adam finally decided to keep his father’s spirit alive by keeping the company and running it himself. It helped that Adam had fallen in love with Faith and vice versa.

      I’ll bet Adam hadn’t ditched out on work to throw snowballs. Just saying.

      With Harmony’s help, we managed to drag Santa’s old, hand-carved, wooden throne into place inside the cabin. We also lit the wood stove so it could heat up before the first children arrived. Colorful rugs lay across the floor, and red velvet couches were strategically placed around Santa’s throne and the fire. Once a week there would be a Christmas story time for children to crowd into the cabin, snuggling up on the couches under soft blankets, drinking hot chocolate and listening to Santa read an old classic.

      My eyebrows came together. If Santa decided to show up, anyway.

      “You have done an amazing job here, my friend,” Harmony said, hugging me. “Just think of all the special memories you’re giving the boys and girls of Christmas Mountain. And their parents. And the tourists!”

      “I’m happy to help,” I said, my heart warming. This was going to be fun! Well, if my other half showed up.

      Harmony pulled back and glanced at the time on her cell phone. “I’ve got to run. The first guests will arrive in about twenty minutes. I’ll shoot Cal a text.”

      “I’ll be ready,” I said, wondering if I’d have to do the story time solo. Whatever. I’d do what I had to do and I’d make it fun for the kids with or without my flaky hubby.

      I slipped out of the cabin and into a small curtained-off area in the storage room to change into my costume. After styling my blonde hair into a bun, I lined my brown eyes with black to make the almond color pop, painted on rosy cheeks and a full red mouth, and then slipped into the Mrs. Claus outfit: a knee-length red velvet dress, trimmed with white faux fur, shiny black buttons, and a cape that matched.

      I popped the red hat on my head, maneuvered it over my blonde bun, and then stepped into the knee-length black boots. I did a little twirl in the mirror, noting I definitely looked the part. If my hubby didn’t show up, would it be rude to ask for a divorce and a replacement?

      I stepped into the storage room and looked around for the freshly baked cookies I’d brought. No sign of them. Had I left the stash of snowflake sugar cookies in the car? I hurried outside, ready to run to the car to get them before the kids arrived, but my already-wet boots seemed more for show than for snow. Just great.

      The excited chatter of children reached my ears. The cookies! I checked the time on my cell phone in a panic. And Santa! Where on earth was Cal? I hurried back to the changing room to put on heavier boots and then stopped. Something felt strange in here. Different. The Santa Claus outfit had disappeared. . .

      I glanced around, remembering it had been hung up earlier, and yet there was no costume in sight. Then I spotted the missing plate of snowflake cookies on a table beside where the Santa costume had hung. How had the plate moved? Wait, two cookies were missing. What the . . .?

      I lifted the plate, rushed outside and then⁠—

      “Agh!” I shouted, as powdery snow sprayed me from head to toe. Cold bits of snow fell down the back of my collar, turning my spine to ice. Brrr! With my mouth open, I glanced up to find Cal Bradley in front of me. He wore skies and an apologetic grin.

      “Sorry about that, just had to get in one more hill.” He kicked out of his skis and stood back, seeming to appraise me before he whistled. “I’m a lucky man to have such a beautiful wife, even if your hair isn’t white as snow.”

      “Where have you been?” I asked, my cheeks heating at his compliment. I wanted to tell him Mrs. Claus had a very handsome husband, but he was late. Again. “The kids are on their way. You need to get changed into . . .” I watched as he unzipped his ski jacket to reveal a red outfit that matched mine. “Wait, you’re dressed.”

      “Of course. I’m Santa,” he said.

      A good point. He must’ve popped in when I wasn’t looking, which was just so sneaky.

      I lifted the plate. “You ate some of the cookies, didn’t you?”

      He nodded, rubbing his belly. “They were delicious.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I made them for the kids.”

      “Santa needs to keep up his belly, right?”

      On impulse, I glanced at the flat abs I’d seen before and noticed that he’d stuffed a pillow or something into his costume. I laughed. “That belly is not from cookies.”

      “The kids won’t know the difference.” He tossed his ski jacket aside, clapped his hands together and gave me a charming smile. “Let’s get this show on the road, wifey.”

      “First of all, don’t call me that,” I said, taking a step back as he came toward me, nearly dropping the plate. “Secondly, you need to get your correct costume boots that match mine.” I gestured at his feet, which were clad in black ski boots with red flames up the sides. “Those are not part of the uniform.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said, with a grin. “These are much better. You think Santa walks around the North Pole wearing shiny black boots? No way. The man wears ski boots, which are built for the snow.”

      How was I supposed to argue with that logic?

      “Well, let’s get into place,” I said, as the first notes of “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” rang out from the speakers. I opened the back door to the cabin and waved him to go in ahead of me, trying to smooth his windswept fake beard as he passed by.

      He stopped in the doorway, leaned in close to me and smiled. “I like it when you try to dress me. It feels like we’re married for real.”

      “Not that you listen to me,” I said, the thought of being married to Cal sent a little zap to my belly. “You’re all charm now, but where were you earlier? I had to decorate by myself.”

      “I got detained,” he said, having the decency to look contrite. “It was something important. I’m sorry.”

      “Two words I keep hearing from you,” I said.

      “I’m really sorry, wifey,” he said, looking sincere as he touched my forearm. “Can I make it up to you?”

      “Just show up on time please,” I said, wondering why he was standing so close. Did he notice how close he was to me? Was it hot in here?

      “I’ll work on it,” he said, holding my gaze while leaning closer. “The cabin looks great. Thanks for being here, Macy.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, loving the sound of my name from his lips. My heart rate kicked up, almost making me forget that Cal had showed up two hours late. I was annoyed, very annoyed except he seemed apologetic and he had the nicest smile. . .

      Now, his mouth was mere inches away from mine, causing my breath to leave my lungs. I lifted my lashes and stared into those blue eyes, wondering what he planned to do and pondering what I wanted him to do. Would it be so bad to lean forward and kiss him right now? I mean, we were technically married. I could claim it was for show, just playing the part.

      “I’m lucky to have you, Mrs. Claus,” he said, closing the distance between us and pressing his lips to my cheek. He pulled back and looked at me again, before he went inside and took a seat on the wooden throne.

      Cal had kissed me. On the cheek, but still. What did that mean? Was he just playing the part? My skin tingled where his lips had brushed and I stood there, blinking. Get a grip, girl! It was only a kiss on the cheek and it meant nothing. The guy probably kissed everyone on the cheek. A quick show of appreciation, nothing more.

      Every cell in my body wanted him to do it again. Shiver.

      “C’mon, wifey,” he said, patting the stool beside him. “They say behind every great man is a great woman, but I’d rather have my great woman sitting by my side.”

      “You know you’re not actually Santa, right?” I said, unable to help but smile at his enthusiasm. The man exuded a boyish charm that I found way too appealing.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, we’d been visited by two groups of tiny tots sitting on Santa’s knee as they had their photo taken by one of our elves. Cal promised the kids everything they asked for from toys to candy. But the next group of kids were slightly older and I began to panic as he promised everything they asked for from electronics to airplanes.

      “You can’t promise an airplane,” I said, firmly in his ear.

      He glanced at me. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s never going to happen,” I said, grimacing and forcing a smile at the kids that I hope didn’t look fake (or scary). “Think of how disappointed they’ll be when their Christmas wishes don’t come true?”

      He tucked a stray piece of hair behind my ear. “Who says it won’t come true?”

      My heart rate kicked up. “How is Santa going to give that last child a rocket to Mars? Need I remind you he doesn’t really exist?”

      “Do you always worry this much?” he asked.

      “I just don’t want them to get hurt,” I said, remembering every broken promise I’d had to endure growing up.

      “Do they look upset?” he asked, clearly not understanding my point. He turned to the boy who climbed onto his knee. “Ho-ho-ho! Tell Santa what you would like for Christmas.”

      The boy stared at Cal with wide eyes. “My sister says there’s no such thing as Santa. She says you’re a fake.”

      Cal chuckled. “Do I look like a fake?”

      “I can’t tell . . .”

      “He’s definitely Santa Claus,” I said, giving Cal’s shoulder a squeeze that I hoped he would construe as a warning not to promise these kids anything exorbitant.

      The boy cleared his throat. “If you’re the real Santa then I want to see your reindeer as proof.”

      I opened my mouth to answer⁠—

      “If you need to see reindeer, then reindeer you shall see on Christmas Eve,” Cal said, patting the boy on the shoulder. “Just keep on believing, young man. Okay? How’s that?”

      “Thanks, Santa. I can’t wait to see the reindeer!” the boy said, jumping off Cal’s lap. He ran off with a grin and yelled at his sister—who was obviously too skeptical to visit the man in red—that this was the real Santa Claus and that he had promised reindeer.

      “What do you think will happen when he doesn’t see a reindeer?” I asked, leaning close to his ear.

      “Two things could happen,” he said, giving me a side glance. “He’ll either think he saw them in the sky or he’ll zonk out. Either way, this will be his best Christmas ever.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” I said, leaning close to his ear—so close that I inhaled the scent of his cologne, making a crazy part of me wish he would turn his head and press his lips to mine. Why did his excitement over the impossible create a stir in my chest? “What if the next kid wants to meet a polar bear?”

      “Then he’ll get to meet a polar bear,” Cal said, grinning.

      “I’m clearly not getting through to you,” I said, shaking my head. I couldn’t help noticing how his blue eyes sparkled and how his fake beard and mustache accented his full lips.

      And suddenly, he leaned toward me, and placed those lips next to my ear. “Magic only comes to those who believe,” he whispered, his warm breath sending tingles up my neck.

      A shiver rolled through me, making me totally want to believe. But I’d been disappointed too many times in my life to believe a wish from Santa could really come true.
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      On Friday, I reached forward to open the front door to Rudolph’s Reads, but then hesitated with a plate of my Christmas cookies in my hand. After the unreturned messages I’d left for my contact at the Christmas Mountain Country Club, I wasn’t sure I was up to the camaraderie of book club. I’d also called two potential sales leads, but both turned me down.

      The rejections didn’t exactly put me in the mood to discuss our latest book pick, One Man’s Trash is Another Girl’s Treasure.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and considered calling Carol—my friend, who owned this bookstore—to apologize for backing out when I heard footsteps crunching in the snow behind me. A whiff of perfume reached my nose and I turned around to see Harmony.

      “What are you doing out here in the cold, girl?” she asked, her blonde hair dusted with ice crystals. “Let’s go inside and get warm. Carol has mulled cider for us tonight.”

      “Actually, I⁠—”

      “Let’s talk in the warmth,” she said, pushing the door open and pulling me inside with her. “Way too cold outside.”

      “Hang on, I just . . .”

      But it was no use. She laced her arm through mine and hustled us through the store and to the back room before I could protest further.

      “Greetings, ladies!” she exclaimed, and a chorus of greetings enveloped us as we entered. “The fun has arrived.”

      “Hi.” I lifted a hand with a smile, realizing there was no escape now. I hung my coat up and set the cookies on the coffee table before taking a seat. Harmony sat beside me and Carol handed me a mug of steaming spiced cider that smelled delicious. I took a sip, the delicious liquid rolling down my throat and soothing my insides. “Just what I needed. Thanks.”

      “My pleasure,” Carol said.

      “So, who read One Man’s Trash?” Nina asked, holding up the book.

      The cover showed off a very handsome man sweeping a city street and a woman perched on the hood of a pink Porsche, fanning herself with a wad of cash.

      “Couldn’t put it down,” Lacey said, hugging the book to her chest.

      “That good, huh?” I said, the corner of my mouth lifting. Lacey Lane had moved here from New York City last year and was a fun addition to our book club and friend group.

      Others chimed in that they loved the book, too. Turns out everyone had read the book except for me. As they began discussing the heroine’s rags-to-riches story, a knot formed in my stomach. If the country club chooses to ignore me, what more could I do? Should I just show up there? Maybe I should show up there. . .

      “What did we think of Cassandra?” Carol asked, tapping a finger against the woman on the front cover.

      “She totally deserved a happy ending,” Amanda said, in her soothing massage therapist and put-me-to-sleep relaxing voice.

      “Totally unrealistic ending,” Giselle countered, which wasn’t surprising. Giselle was Christmas Mountain’s resident writer and all-round know-it-all (in the nicest possible way).

      As everyone debated the main character’s pros and cons, the door opened and in rushed Ruby, still wearing her work apron that read “Divine Doggie Spa and Training.”

      “Sorry I’m late,” she said, taking the mug of cider Carol handed her. She gripped the mug and sat down with a sigh.

      “How’s it going?” I asked, since she looked pretty frazzled. I could so relate.

      “You wouldn’t believe what happened at work today,” she said, seeming to have endless canine disaster stories to share with us.

      We all leaned forward, the book forgotten as we prepared to hear Ruby’s latest tale. Sometimes her tales were more interesting than the books. Seriously.

      Ruby raised a hand. “I left strict instructions to my manager, Evan, not to groom one of the dogs. But he forgot to tell Kimberly, you know, the younger gal who works part-time?”

      “Does this story end well?” I asked, really wanting to grasp onto a glimmer of hope today.

      Ruby shook her head. “Evan has been distracted lately, but Kimberly was running late, so I left him instructions that Shawnie was not to be groomed.”

      Harmony giggled. “Shawnie?”

      Ruby nodded. “I don’t name the dogs, I just groom them. Anyway, I left instructions with Evan to just socialize him today and to let Kimberly know.”

      “And he didn’t?” Nina said, raising an eyebrow.

      Ruby shook her head and removed her phone from her pocket, swiping at her screen until she found what she was looking for. She held her phone up and slowly moved it around the circle so we could all see the oh-so-sad before and after photos of the pup.

      “Oh, no!” Amanda said, bursting out laughing. “Shawnie’s been shorn . . .”

      Harmony fell back on the couch, laughing hysterically as I wrinkled my nose at the photos. The poor dog now had a huge bald patch—well, more of a bald line—running across his side of his white, fluffy fur.

      “He looks like a snow plough has been through,” I said, putting a hand to my mouth as a bubble of laughter escaped.

      “Apparently, the sound spooks him.” Ruby’s eyes widened and she shook her head. “What a disaster, right? I had to offer the owner a month’s worth of free training to calm her down. And now I need to have a very uncomfortable talk with my manager. Just what I need.”

      “Didn’t you used to date him?” Nina asked.

      “One date, that’s all,” Ruby said, crossing her index finger over her heart. “But I was never really interested in him that way. He was way too impulsive for me. I just hadn’t had a boyfriend in so long it felt nice that someone was interested, you know?”

      “Totally get it,” Giselle said.

      “We’ve all been there,” Amanda agreed.

      I didn’t want to say aloud that sometimes it felt safer with nobody to disappoint me. Case in point, my very first boyfriend, Chad Miller, began dating my best friend, Cara Baker, right after we broke up. My friendship with Cara ended after they started going out. Well, for that reason and because she’d also stolen my college scholarship.

      “All joking aside, it’s been a stressful day,” Ruby said, letting out a long sigh.

      “Bet you feel better for getting that off your chest, though,” Lacey said, giving her arm a squeeze. “This group is so often my mental therapy.”

      “I really do. Thanks for listening, ladies,” Ruby said, with a rueful smile.

      “Anytime, Ruby,” Carol said, touching her arm. “We’re here for you.”

      I cringed, feeling guilty for not trusting my friends with my own problems. I sucked in a deep breath. “Can I share something, too?”

      Carol refilled my glass. “Of course, Macy.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “My business is in trouble.”

      Amanda touched my arm. “Oh, honey, really? You always seem so busy.”

      “The Christmas Mountain Country Club just canceled their contract out of nowhere.” I lifted a copy of the book we were supposed to be discussing. “If only I could win millions of dollars in the lotto. I mean, the hero threw his ticket in the trash, so he kind of deserved to lose it all.”

      Ruby grinned. “Yes, but unlike the woman in the book, you don’t clean people’s houses for a living. You’re not likely to find a winning ticket while baking cookies.”

      I shrugged. “If I lose my business, I might have to start cleaning houses to pay my rent.”

      Nina took one of my hands and squeezed it. “Okay, let’s problem solve this logically. Why would the country club cancel their contract? Your cookies are amazing and everyone knows it.”

      This meant a lot from Nina, especially since she worked at the country club and had easy access to my cookies.

      “They are totally amazing,” Lacey said, nodding. “Jacob is always saving some for me out of the Sugar Plum Inn’s weekly orders,” she said, referring to her sweet boyfriend whose parents owned the inn just off Main Street.

      “I just received a letter in the mail from them canceling,” I said, a lump forming in my throat as I remembered the application I’d submitted to lease my own store space. “They didn’t give a reason why.”

      “That makes no sense,” Nina said.

      Ruby made a ‘pfft’ sound. “That’s a terrible way to cancel a contract!”

      “I’ve left messages but they aren’t getting back to me,” I said, a lump forming in my throat. “I don’t know what else I can do.”

      The girls made the right sympathetic noises and said the right things, but I still felt devastated. My business was my life, and it’s not easy to find new clients in a small town.

      Giselle whistled. “Well, at least one thing is going right in your life.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      She rubbed her hands together. “Come on, Macy. Don’t hold out on us . . .”

      I shook my head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Cal Bradley?” she said, with a grin. “The sexiest Santa ever seen in Christmas Mountain.”

      Harmony laughed. “Giselle, you should seriously consider writing a romance novel. It can be your next bestseller.”

      She tilted her head. “I still need a first bestseller.”

      “You’ll get there,” Nina said, clinking her mug into Giselle’s for good luck.

      “So, Macy, how is it going with Cal?” Harmony asked, wiggling her eyebrows up and down. “He does seem to be paying a lot of attention to you.”

      “No, he’s not,” I said, but then remembered the way his lips had felt against my cheek. “He just likes to tease. Remember how he threw a snowball at you?”

      “Trying to peg me with a snowball does not show interest,” Harmony said, giving me a look. “But he calls you ‘wifey.’”

      “Oooh!” the girls crooned.

      My cheeks heated. “He just says that as a joke.”

      “He’s flirting with you, girl,” Harmony said, shoving me in the arm a little. “Have a little fun with him. Why not? He’s a great guy and. . . He. Is. Gorgeous.”

      “He really is,” Ruby said, seeming in better spirits. “But what’s his story? Nobody seems to know a lot about him.”

      Nina, who worked part-time at the ski school, leaned forward. “I know a little.”

      My belly did a little dance, but I didn’t want to seem too eager. “Oh?”

      She nodded. “He moved here in February and kept completely to himself the first few months. He bought a cabin up on the mountain and spends most of his time up there. Rumor has it he moved here after some terrible tragedy.”

      Ruby lifted a cookie and bit into it, chewing thoughtfully. “A broken heart, probably.”

      Nina shook her head. “I think it’s something more, something very mysterious. He kind of opened up to me one day during lunch.”

      “Really?” I asked, feeling a tug of jealousy.

      “Just between us gals . . .” Nina used a hushed tone. “We were talking about relationships because I was complaining about Todd, that guy I dated briefly. Anyway, Cal told me he hasn’t been close to anyone since . . . and then he got this faraway look and never finished the sentence. Next thing I knew, he had changed the subject.”

      Harmony’s eyes widened. “Definitely mysterious.”

      Nina nodded. “His face clouded over one minute and the next he went back to being his normal upbeat self, talking about work and the kids in his classes.”

      Giselle leaned forward. “Intriguing.”

      I had to agree, but didn’t say anything. What had happened to Cal?

      “On the fun side, Cal likes to work out in nature,” Nina said, giving us all a meaningful look. “He runs on the trails, uses tree branches to do pull-ups, and picks up fallen branches for weight lifting. The man is fit.”

      “Weight lifting outdoors?” Amanda asked, tilting her head. “And you never told us or invited us up to watch? You don’t have a crush on him, do you?”

      “No, we’re just friendly.” Nina grinned, shaking her head. “But there’s a reason I never mentioned this before,” she said, her smile fading. “Beneath his energetic exterior, the guy seems sad deep down. Like he’s punishing himself for something.”

      “What could he be punishing himself for?” I asked, and the question lingered in the air a minute before the topic of conversation changed again.

      By the end of book club, we hadn’t discussed the book further but that was fine since I hadn’t finished reading it yet. Finally, I left the gathering first, claiming exhaustion—so true—and I hugged everyone goodbye.

      When I got outside, I stepped into the winter wonderland of our small town, trying to enjoy the crunch of snow beneath my feet. But something was bugging me. I glanced up at the mountain and the lights twinkled back at me, making me wonder what Cal was doing up there right now and what had happened to him before he moved here.

      As I walked home in the silent night, I thought about Cal and what tragedy he might’ve been through. I vowed to get to know the complicated man I’d be married to until Christmas.
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