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        * * *

      

      
        
        Do wishes come true?

      

      

      All her life, Holly has believed in the power of wishing. Except for the “big one”. The phone call that never came after a memorable encounter one Christmas Eve.

      She can’t forget Nico and their synchronicity that night.

      Dare she risk a second heartbreak when her latest wish brings Nico back into her life?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        DEDICATION

      

      

      
        
        Holly’s Wish is dedicated to my daughter, Reyna, for all her brainstorming help and feedback.
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        Five days before Christmas…

      

      

      Nicholas stared in dismay at the seven-foot-tall, fir Christmas tree in his sister’s living room. The twins were asleep upstairs, and Sherry planned to surprise them by having the tree completely decorated by the time they woke up.

      “It’s easier without them helping,” Sherry said as she passed him a box of colored balls, each one wrapped in protective tissue. “You should hang these. They’re the ones you sent Mom every year.” She shot him a pointed look. “She treasured them because they came from you. You should have seen her face every Christmas morning when she unwrapped the latest one and hung it on the tree.”

      Nicholas swallowed the taste of guilt. “I should have made more of an effort to get here to see her.”

      “Yes, you should have,” Sherry said.

      They continued their task in silence for a few minutes. How long had it been, Nic wondered, since he had last trimmed a tree? He looked over at Sherry and marveled at everything she did. A thriving practice in natural medicine, three-and-a-half-year-old twins, and her husband deployed on the other side of the world. Trying to come up with an excuse not to spend Christmas with her and the nephews he’d never met hadn’t been an option.

      “I can’t believe you took the entire week off,” Sherry said. “Is that what happens once you make partner? Some poor office slave burns the candle at both ends so you look good in court?”

      Nicholas grunted. He’d worked hard to make partner in just over five years, but he was beginning to realize he’d missed out on a lot.

      Balanced on Sherry’s stepladder, he hung the final decoration but must have misjudged the branch, for the bright red ball hit the ground, bounced on the carpet, and rolled behind an easy chair. As Nic retrieved the ornament and started up the ladder, he saw what looked like a New York phone number written in black ink, faded over the years, on the underside of the bright red ball.

      “Did our mother have a secret admirer?” he asked. “This one has a phone number written on it.”

      Sherry took the ball from his hand and turned it over, frowning. “I never noticed that before. It’s one of the ones you sent her.” She handed it back. “Speaking of decorations, I hope you’re not planning to let that tradition die with Mom.”

      “Of course not,” Nic said quickly. “But you have to wait for Christmas morning.” He’d seen a Christmas shop on Main Street on his way here. He’d head there tomorrow and pick up a decoration for Sherry. He might as well get a couple for the twins while he was at it. If he started them young, they’d have enough baubles to decorate their own trees one day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Holly trudged down Main Street, lugging her heavy bag of camera equipment from her latest shoot. Why did clients leave it till the last minute to decide they needed a family photo to include with their Christmas cards? As if this time of year wasn’t busy enough.

      She pushed open the door to the Dickens’ famous Gift Emporium, currently all done up for Christmas. “Hey! Kris,” she called. “It’s Holly. Are you out back?”

      Kris Kringle, a retired actress of a certain age, with a staggering collection of stage costumes that she wore to the shop, strolled from the back room, wiping crumbs from the corner of her mouth. Today, she wore a Santa’s elf costume, with green tights and a short red skirt that showed she still had great legs.

      Holly grinned. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your snack. I just need that list of families and gifts so I can start wrapping up the donated items.”

      “Here it is.” Kris rummaged in her apron pocket and passed Holly the list of local families who had it tougher than usual this time of year and needed a little extra help. Her eyes twinkled behind wireless glasses that Holly knew were just for show. “I’m so glad you started Holly’s Toy Chest to collect and distribute donations. Any plans for the holidays?”

      Holly shrugged. “I’ll spend the big day with Sherry and her boys. Her hubby’s overseas.”

      “Isn’t it high time you had your own wedding and family, instead of photographing other people’s?”

      “How many times have you been married?” Holly shot back

      “That’s different,” Kris said.

      “I’m very happy with my life,” Holly said.

      “And a darn good photographer,” Kris said. “You have a real gift of capturing the inner soul of the person you’re taking the picture of.”

      Holly smiled indulgently. “I should take your picture one day.”

      “I think I’ll keep my secrets, thank you.”

      It was impossible to tell how old Kris was, for she always dressed in costume and assumed a different identity on a revolving basis. Santa or his helper at Christmas, Cupid at Valentine’s, Mrs. Easter Bunny during that time of year, and when there were no special holidays, favored her getup as a gypsy fortune teller.

      Kris Kringle, obviously her stage name, claimed that one day she’d had enough of Broadway’s bright lights and moved here. Through the years, she came to know everyone who lived in Dickens.

      “You should never underestimate the power of wishing,” Kris said. “It always worked for me.”

      “I’m the queen of wishing,” Holly said blithely. “Every shooting star, new moon, and birthday candle. You name it, I send my wish out there. It’s not my fault no one seems to be listening.”

      “Your time will come,” Kris said.

      “Right now, I need to go edit these photos and email them to the last-minute clients, then get started on the wrapping. You have a good day.”

      “You too.”

      As Kris spoke, the shop door opened with a tinkle of overhead bells. Holly looked over to see a tall, dark haired man stamping snow off his feet, then took another look because, truthfully, there weren’t a lot of good-looking men in Dickens.

      Something about the newcomer seemed familiar, but before Holly could get a second look, he turned away. She was left with an impression of a square jaw and pronounced cheekbones, with a straight, masculine nose nicely balanced above full lips. Perhaps she photographed him at some point in the past.

      When he passed her in the aisle without a second glance, she figured she must be mistaken. She paused at the door for one last glimpse, but his back was toward her. Typical man, doing his Christmas shopping at the last minute.

      Holly stopped by Dickens’s newspaper office on her way home. Print newspapers were getting to be a thing of the past in today’s online world but Burt, the publisher, stubbornly clung to the old ways, and the townsfolks supported him with subscriptions and advertising. She had to drop off the latest “wish list” for Holly’s Toy Chest in person because she knew Burt avoided reading his email.

      “This is the last of the requests, Burt,” she told him.

      Burt switched his reading glasses from the top of his head to the bridge of his nose and squinted at her list, which she had written in large print.

      “How come youngsters these days want electronic gadgets instead of books and dolls and trainsets, like when I was their age?”

      “Don’t kid yourself,” Holly said. “They still like toys.”

      “You taking the haul with you today?”

      “I’ll wait a few more days,” Holly said. “Then I’ll come by with the van.”

      “Folks are digging deep, same as always,” Burt said.

      Holly knew Burt would top up any unfulfilled requests, the way he always did. “That’s why I love this town,” she said. “Now I’ve got a date with the computer.”

      “You need to have yourself a real date, pretty young thing like you.”

      “If only you didn’t have all girls,” Holly said. It was their ongoing quip. She insisted she was waiting for someone just like Burt. Someone with old fashioned chivalry.

      “Managed to get them all married off,” Burt mumbled. “Cost me a king’s ransom.”

      “Their dowries?” Holly teased.

      “Worse,” Burt said. “Those big fancy weddings they all wanted. You should know. You took the photos.”

      “You were the proudest father of the bride I ever saw. And the most handsome.” Holly hitched her camera bag higher on her shoulder. “See you in a couple of days.”

      Even though dusk fell early these days, the streets were cheery, with Christmas lights on all the downtown buildings and glowing warmly through the windows.

      Candy canes and wreaths adorned the streetlights. A star twinkled atop the huge, lit-up tree in the town square. Holly scuffed through the snow. She loved
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