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“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mumbled, staring at the small, folded piece of paper in my hands. Bruce, our manager, went on about the Secret Santa gift exchange while the bowl of names was passed around the breakroom as everyone took one. It wasn’t that I was grumpy about doing a gift exchange—we did one every year. It was that I hated the person who I drew, and from the way he had acted toward me since he started working at Waldon’s, I was sure he hated me, too. 

My eyes scanned the room until I found fucker face’s head. His short brown hair fell in a messy heap, but what was even more infuriating was how it looked perfectly tousled, just like it used to when I would run my fingers through it. Blue eyes looked up and caught mine, so I quickly looked away after making sure to give him an ice-cold glare first. 

Sean had been working for Waldon’s for three months, but I had known him since we were five years old and in kindergarten together. Back then, he was nice. He helped me when I fell off the monkey bars and got me a band-aid from the nurse when I scraped my knee. We were friends through most of our childhood years until we became teenagers and made the mistake of dating in eleventh grade. That lasted a whole six months until a rumor spread around the school and ended things for us on the spot. Since then, I hadn’t stopped despising Sean Wheeler. 

Bruce finished up the meeting after going on and on about this being the jolliest time of year and how our smiles can speak a thousand words. Basically, this translated to—you work retail and it’s going to be a busy, grueling three weeks while everyone tries to cram all of their Christmas shopping into one trip—so don’t be grumpy about it. 

I got up and headed to the sales floor so I could get as far away from Sean as possible. It was bad enough that I had drawn his name for the gift exchange, but I didn’t want to get stuck working with him today, either. 

“Hey, slow down,” Rachel said, rushing to keep up with me. She was the only one at Waldon’s I had really considered to be my friend, mainly because we were the same age and had gone to school together. Everyone else was either of retirement age or still in high school.  

“Sorry, I was just trying to get to the sporting goods department before fucker face could beat me,” I said, glancing over my shoulder to see where Sean had gone. Rachel chuckled, fully knowing our history and how much I disliked our coworker. 

“It doesn’t matter. Bruce started assignments this morning, so we don’t get to decide which department we want to work in anymore. You and I are both in toys today.”

I tossed my head back and groaned. The toy department was the worst department to be in any time after Thanksgiving. It didn’t matter what day it was or what time of day—parents would come flocking in, desperate to get their hands on a sold-out toy that they couldn’t find anywhere else. Even when we gave them dates for when we would get our next shipment, they still demanded that we go in the back and check, just to be sure we didn’t have one hiding on the shelves.

“Don’t seem so happy to be stuck with me today,” she teased, pinning her Waldon employee nametag to her shirt.

“I hate toys,” I moaned, looking at her as I put mine on. 

“I know. But we’ll make today fun. Maybe it won’t be as busy.” 

“It’s a Saturday and three weeks until Christmas. We’ll be lucky if we have time to stop and pee, let alone eat lunch today,” I replied, not hiding the dread in my tone. I wasn’t trying to take my bad mood out on Rachel, but drawing Sean’s name in the gift exchange was literally the worst thing that could happen to me.

“I love your positive, cheery attitude,” she teased, giving me an exaggerated smile as she made fun of the pep talk Bruce had just given. “Don’t forget to smile and show the world how much Christmas joy we have to give at Waldon’s.”

“How about we take that Christmas joy and shove it right up Sean’s as—”

“Right up my what?” Sean asked, coming from out of nowhere and startling me. He rocked back on his heels and shoved his hands in his pockets as he smirked at me. I hated that smirk. 

Of course he was there. Why wouldn’t he be? It would be impossible for him to fully irritate me if he weren’t always around.

“Well, since you were eavesdropping, I was gonna say right up your ass.”

Why bother lying when he clearly knows how I feel about him? It had been over twelve years, and my feelings for him hadn’t changed one bit. My grudge against Sean was something I would surely take to the grave. 

“Aww, that’s not really the way you want to talk about the person who is responsible for bringing you some extra holiday cheer this year, is it?”

I narrowed my eyes and glared at him. What was he talking about?

“You know, the whole Secret Santa thing,” he whispered loudly, pretending to look around to make sure no one heard him. My heart sank as my stomach soured. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groaned. “You drew my name?”

“I sure did. And while I know it’s supposed to be a secret, I figured I’d let you in on it since you were talking so nicely about me before you knew I was there.”

“You can do what you want,” I said with a shrug. “There’s nothing that’s going to change how I feel about you.” I gave him the fakest smile I had and stared him down until he broke eye contact. 

“Well, then. Let the games begin.” He winked, and it sent chills over my skin in the worst way. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded with my hands planted firmly on my hips.

“You’ll see.” He walked off, tossing the words carelessly over his shoulder. Ugh. He seriously got under my skin just by breathing. 

“Seriously—what is that supposed to mean? What games?”

I balled my fists at my sides and growled in frustration that he hadn’t answered me. 

“Ugh. He is the worst.” I shook my head and tried to take a deep, calming breath as Rachel grinned at me. “What? What’s that smile about?”

“Nothing. I just see a romance in the making. That’s all.”

I pulled my head back and scrunched my face in disgust. 

“Are you kidding me? Do you not remember us dating in high school and what a cluster fuck that was? Dating Sean is the last thing I would ever do.”

“Have you never heard of enemies to lovers and second chance romance?”

“No. But I have heard of enemies who do everything they can to kill the person who drives them crazy.” I held my hands in front of me and mimicked choking Sean. 

She rolled her eyes and headed to the customer service station where she and I would be working today. Each department had one to keep the line down at the main customer service desk, which was used for returning items and answering general questions. It was pretty basic, with two computers so we could look up inventory when needed.

“So what? He got your name in the drawing. It’s not that bad.”

“It’s terrible. Not only did he draw my name, I had the unfortunate luck of drawing his.”

Rachel’s eyes widened nearly as big as her smile.

“Stop it,” I hissed, pointing a finger at her as I glared. “Whatever love spell you’re trying to conjure up inside of that hopeless romantic head of yours isn’t going to work. Sean is the enemy and it’s imperative that you remember that.”

She could believe in fairy tales and happily ever after all she wanted, but one thing I knew for sure was that Sean and I would never, ever get back together. 
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My head was throbbing by the time lunch came around, not that there was time to actually take a lunch break. I was stuck up front working a register but couldn’t stop thinking about getting Cassidy’s name in the gift exchange. How weird was it that I would pick her name out of the eighty-plus employees who worked at Waldon’s? I knew she was mad when I first started working there, but this would royally piss her off knowing that I was the one getting her a gift for Christmas this year.

By the time my shift ended, I packed up my stuff and made my escape before Bruce could ask me to stay longer. I knew it was insanely busy today, and they needed the help, but there was also a limit to how much more I could take. Customer service was never my strong suit as I generally preferred to keep to myself and not have to talk to people if I didn’t really have to—which was basically the opposite of what I was expected to do at Waldon’s. It wasn’t that I wanted to work there; I just didn’t have many options at the time. I wasn’t expecting to come back to Sugarplum Falls after being gone for twelve years, but when my mom called, saying she needed help, I made that my priority. 

I pulled into the garage and turned off the car. My stomach growled, but I hadn’t felt like stopping for fast food, even though it was quick and easy. I was doing my best to take care of myself, which meant eating right. I waited for the garage door to finish closing before opening the door into the house.

Just as I expected, waiting eagerly for me on the other side was Max, my incredibly needy and overly attached Doberman Pinscher. 

“Hey, Max. I told you I would be back,” I said, scratching his head as he jumped up and put two paws on my chest. I looked around and chuckled when I saw all of the throw pillows from the couch had been tossed to the floor, and a box of tissue had been shredded to pieces.

“We really gotta work on your anxiety.” I continued to rub his head for a few seconds before gently pushing him away so I could go set my stuff down. 

He followed my every step, as was our daily routine since the day I adopted him a few years ago. His owner claimed he was defective because he had zero protective instincts and was too much of a wimp to be a guard dog. I immediately fell in love with him and could relate to not living up to society’s opinions of what they expected you to be. 

I grabbed the stuff from the fridge to make fajitas and fixed dinner while Max lay on the rug beside me. My phone rang, so I pulled it out of my pocket and smiled when I saw my mother’s name on the screen.

“Hey, Mom,” I said as I flipped the chicken in the skillet and turned down the heat. 

“Hi, sweetie. How was work today?”

“Busy, but fine.” 

“I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you around town. Everyone is so happy to have you back.”

“Not everyone,” I mumbled under my breath as I piled the chicken in a tortilla.

“What was that dear? I couldn’t hear you.”

“Nothing,” I lied, stepping over Max to get some salsa from the fridge. “What’s up?”

“Well, I was calling to let you know that I talked to your brother, and he’s going to come in for Christmas. I thought we could all sit down and have lunch together before...”

Her voice trailed off, and I knew what it was she wasn’t saying. I hadn’t talked to Declan, my twin brother, in over twelve years. Not since he’d been caught cheating on his girlfriend, but to get out of it, he lied and said it was me. This was the rumor that had immediately ended my relationship with Cassidy, and nothing I said or did could get her to hear me out. In her mind, I had been the one who was caught cheating, and she had never forgiven me.

I shoved a hand through my hair and sighed heavily.

“Yeah. That sounds great, Mom. Just let me know when, and I’ll make sure to request the time off from work if I can.”

“I don’t want to make things harder for you, especially with all you’re doing for us. If you want to send me the days that you have off, I could plan around those.”

“Sure. I’ll do that when we hang up.”

“Thank you, son. I know things between you and your brother haven’t been good for a while, but I’m hoping that with everything going on, you can both push those differences aside. I’d love at least one last wonderful Christmas with your dad while we still can.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat and nodded, even though she couldn’t see me.

“I agree, Mom. We’ll make this the best Christmas for him. For all of us.”

We hung up after saying we loved each other, but I couldn’t shake the overwhelming emotion that had been sitting on my shoulders since I’d first gotten the call about my dad. 

After noticing several changes in him over a few months, my mother took him to the doctor to get checked out. They found that he had early-onset dementia, and unfortunately, he seemed to be progressing quickly. My mom was concerned about their finances due to him forgetting to pay several bills and falling behind. I agreed to come home and help them get caught up while she focused on his health and what the next steps would look like for them. But for now, our main focus was to make sure that we kept as much of our Christmas traditions as possible—even if that meant I had to suck it up and pretend to like my brother again. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Three

Cassidy


[image: ]


“Thank you. Have a great day,” I said, forcing a smile as I passed a customer on my way out to collect the shopping carts from the corral. I wrapped my scarf tighter around my neck as I shivered against the brutal cold wind that whipped past. 

Sugarplum Falls was about to get hit with another snowstorm, and this one was even worse than the one we had last week. It wasn’t uncommon to get a lot of snow here, but these storms seemed to be bigger and stronger than anything we’d seen in over a decade, with record numbers reported by the meteorologist. 

I hurried through the parking lot, covering my face with my hand to shield it from the snow blowing directly at me. I tried to take a deep breath, but the wind felt like it was suffocating me, making it hard to breathe.

“Why are you out here?” a deep voice asked as strong hands spun me around, and a tall, muscular body shielded me from the storm. 

I narrowed my eyes and glared at him.

“How is that any of your business?” I questioned through chattering teeth. I tried to force my body to act calm so he couldn’t see just how badly I was shivering. It was literally bone-chilling cold. 

“It’s my business because you have no business being out here.”

“It’s part of the job. Now move out of my way so I can do it and get back inside where it’s warm and I won’t lose a limb to frostbite.”

“No.”

I pulled my head back and deepened my glare.

“No?”

“That’s right. I said no. You can fight me all you want, Cassidy, but there’s no way in hell I’m allowing you to stay out here and gather shopping carts.”

“Yeah, well, I hate to break it to you, but you’re not my boss. So if you don’t mind—”

“Hey, Bruce,” Sean called, yelling over my head with a voice so boisterous it could be heard across the parking lot and over the howling wind. Even though it was impressive, I didn’t dare let him see it. 

“What’s up?” Bruce asked, trotting over, bundled up in his winter jacket and scarf.

“I’d like to take over gathering the carts. Is it okay if Cassidy takes my spot at the register?”

Bruce looked between us, probably wondering what the real issue was.

I rolled my eyes and looked to the side, too pissed off at Sean to be able to think straight.

“Sure. That’s fine. I’m just getting back from lunch, so I’ll stay and help you get the carts, Sean. Go ahead and head back inside, Cassidy.”

The inside of my cheek hurt from how hard I was biting it to keep quiet. I stormed off, heading back inside when I had to jerk to a stop at the last minute for a
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