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        When a drunk Santa threatens to ruin my shop’s charity winter wonderland, I’m forced to enlist Love Beach hotel tycoon Preston Hollister—yes, the same Preston who tormented my best friend Willy in high school. But with kids and parents eagerly lining up, desperate times call for desperate measures.

      

        

      
        To my surprise, Preston turns into a Santa who could give the North Pole a run for its money, showing a side of him I never knew. But just as I start warming up to the idea of Preston as more than a last-minute Santa, his management company hits us with lease hikes that could close my shop for good. Talk about a lump of coal in my stocking!

      

        

      
        With my shop’s future in jeopardy and holiday cheer replaced by financial stress, my growing feelings for Preston clash with my need to protect everything I’ve built. Can this billionaire prove he’s not just a temporary Santa, but someone who truly embodies the spirit of giving?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To Belinda

      

      For believing in happily ever afters, for loving love, and for cheering me on every step of the way
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            CRYSTAL FRANCIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Where the hell is Santa?

      He was supposed to be here forty minutes ago and he hasn’t answered my calls and texts. Did he get into an accident? Did he decide to ghost the event?

      I glance at my watch, then back at the crowd of parents and their excited children packed into Seaside Square. The scent of hot cocoa and cinnamon wafts through the air as children giggle and squeal, darting between candy cane-striped poles and tinsel-draped booths. Mrs. Chen, who has closed her flower shop for the day to run the gingerbread decorating station, eyes me suspiciously. She’s wondering why Santa’s chair is still empty, and in about five minutes so will everybody else.

      Then I hear the commotion from the back of the shop.

      “Ho ho… whoa!” Carl slurs, stumbling into a display of handcrafted ornaments as I lunge for the stand before it topples.

      “You’re late,” I hiss, keeping my voice low. “You were supposed to be here forty minutes ago.”

      “Sorry, doll.” He hiccups, and the smell of peppermint schnapps hits me square in the face. “Got a little too much holiday cheer at the office party. Thought I’d be fine, but…” He trails off, distracted by the jingling of my elf hat.

      Great. Santa’s three sheets to the wind.

      “Where do I get changed into my costume?” he asks, looking around. “You do have it, right?”

      I close my eyes, count to ten, and open them again. Nope. Still stuck in this nightmare before Christmas.

      “You’re fired.”

      Carl’s eyes widen. “You can’t do that!”

      “Oh, yes I can.” I turn him around and steer him toward the back door. “Go home, sleep it off, and maybe rethink your life choices.”

      The door swings shut behind him and the panic arrives right on schedule.

      What am I going to do? I can’t cancel Santa’s appearance. The disappointment on those little faces would be too much to bear. But I can’t go out there and tell them Santa’s too drunk to see them, either.

      “Has he called?” I ask Marika, who’s looking up from the register with an expression that says she heard all of it.

      “Who, the man you just deported?”

      “Anyone. Anyone who can fit into that costume.”

      Because that’s what this is down to now. I need another Santa, and I need one in the next five minutes.

      Behind the window, a couple of hundred people are standing in a square I spent three months turning into a winter wonderland, four weeks before Christmas, in the last window we’ve got to remind this town we exist. This event isn’t just about hot cocoa. With most of the town’s attention captured by the flashier Boardwalk a block away—where big-name franchises are quietly swallowing every mom-and-pop shop within walking distance—the merchants of Seaside Square have been finding it tough to compete. Tonight is our call to Love Beach, reminding them of the magic our little strip mall still holds. Every shop here, including my own, represents not just a dream but a family’s livelihood.

      Mine’s got eleven years left on the loan and a Christmas quarter that has to carry the other three.

      So no. We’re not canceling Santa.

      Just then the door opens and a familiar tall, well-dressed figure walks into the shop.

      He looks as impeccable as always: tailored suit, dark hair perfectly styled, striking blue eyes taking in the Christmas chaos of the boutique. I’ve seen that look many times over the past two years as he’s browsed the shop, always polite, always professional. Always leaving with a trinket.

      Preston Hollister.

      And just like that I’m back in the schoolyard, watching him and his younger brother Brogan tease my best friend Wilhelmina ‘Willy’ Genaro until she cried. The old anger flares.

      That was a long time ago, Willy would remind me if she were here, and people change. Heaven knows Brogan has, since he and Willy are currently dating—a development that still gives me emotional whiplash. But seeing her happily in love with her former bully-turned-Navy-SEAL-turned-lovestruck-boyfriend gives me hope that maybe she’s right.

      But has Preston?

      I’m happy Willy’s happy. Forgiving Preston feels… complicated. Especially given what he represents—the Hollister empire of hotels stretching across the coast and expanding overseas, the very antithesis of small businesses like mine.

      He is also, as of five years ago, my landlord.

      Outside, a child begins to wail.

      Before I can second-guess myself, I plaster on my best smile and march toward him. “Excuse me, Mr. Hollister, may I ask a huge favor?”

      “Of course,” he replies, smiling. “But please, call me Preston.”

      “Preston, then.” I take a deep breath. Here goes nothing. “I know this request is crazy, but can you be Santa for a few hours? Our original Santa is… indisposed. And we have a crowd out there who’ve been waiting to meet the big man himself.”

      “What happened to your original Santa?” Preston asks as the door opens behind him and one of his bodyguards—there’s always one, never too far away whenever he browses the shop—steps inside.

      “Let’s just say he was a little too full of Christmas ‘spirit,’ if you catch my drift. I had to fire him before he turned our winter wonderland into a nightmare before Christmas.”

      A smirk tugs at Preston’s lips. “That would have been unfortunate.”

      “I can do it, boss,” the bodyguard says, his expression serious. “No need for you to do this.”

      “I know. But I’d like to.” Preston glances at the man, who frowns. “By the way, Javi, this is Crystal Francia, owner of HarmonyWorks. Crystal, this is Javier—Javi, as I call him—head of my security. I’m sure you’ve seen him around.”

      “Very nice to meet you, Miss Francia.”

      “Please, call me Crystal.” My gaze goes from him back to Preston. “So who will it be? You or Javi? The kids are about to go feral out there.”

      “It’ll be me, of course,” Preston says. Javi opens his mouth, sets it in a straight line, and nods instead. “Just show me where I can get dressed.”

      As Preston follows me to the storage room, relief washes over me, chased immediately by panic as I register what I’ve just set in motion. Reaching the door, I turn to face him, suddenly serious.

      “Look, you can still back out. Once you put on that suit, there’s no going back. You’ll be contractually obligated to love milk and cookies and tolerate screaming children on your lap for the next two to three hours.”

      Preston chuckles. “Sounds like a typical board meeting—minus the milk and cookies. But not to worry, Miss Francia⁠—”

      “Call me Crystal.”

      “Crystal.” His lips curve into a grin that leaves me weak in the knees. “I’ve got this.”

      And as I go back out to face the crowd, I think of Mrs. Royce, who owned this shop before me and let a fifteen-year-old girl hang around after school because home was two parents and one long argument. She gave me my first job stocking shelves. She gave me the lease when she retired.

      People assume I come from money. The truth is more complicated: my parents’ wealth arrived suddenly, an inheritance from my mother’s side that landed like a bomb when I was sixteen and detonated their already fragile marriage. Money made us rich. It also marked the beginning of the end of my family.

      Which is why this square matters. Not the money—though heaven knows we need it. It’s about creating the kind of warm, welcoming place Mrs. Royce created for me when it didn’t exist at home.

      I’m not losing it to a Boardwalk. Or to a drunk in a red suit.

      Or, I think, glancing back at the storage room door, to a Hollister.
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            PRESTON HOLLISTER

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve got this?

      What the hell’s gotten into me? One minute I was in the car listening to my cousin Teddy drone on about her latest idea for increasing profits on some underperforming commercial property, and the next I’m standing in a storage room stepping into a Santa suit.

      All because I spotted the holiday event at Seaside Square on the way home and told Javi I needed to check it out. After two weeks in Shanghai working out the details of our newest hotel, anything was better than heading straight to an empty hilltop mansion.

      The thought of that cavernous house makes me pause. With Mother in New York visiting her sister and Brogan working some security detail in Los Angeles, it’s more desolate than usual. When did I last spend time there that wasn’t just to sleep or change clothes before jetting off somewhere?

      If I’m honest, I’ve been burying myself in work since Vivian and I split three months ago. The breakup still stings, though I knew it was inevitable. Vivian’s passion for jet-setting never meshed with my growing fondness for the quaint charm of my hometown. I can hear her voice now, lamenting another wasted weekend in Love Beach when we could be sipping cocktails in Monaco.

      Maybe that’s why I found myself drawn to the lights in the square.

      I just never expected to end up in the suit.

      I adjust the padding around my midsection
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