
  
    
      The Festival at Evergreen Falls

      
        THE HOLIDAY SHORTS

        BOOK FIVE

      

    

    
      
        DL WHITE

      

      
        EDITED BY A. KAITESI TIBANDEBAGE

      

    

    
      BOOKS BY DL WHITE

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by DL White

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Editing by: A. Kaitesi Tibandebage

      Cover by DL White. Image courtesy Depositphotos

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s note

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Celebrate the season!

      

      
        Welcome to Potter Lake

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s note

          

        

      

    

    
      To my Boos & Bros,

      I hope this note finds you well. Whether you're a longtime reader or discovering my work for the first time, I trust this festive and steamy novella will lift your spirits. I love closing out the year with something light and delightful, and I hope you'll find Thandie and Kwame's story as sweet as I imagined. Drawing inspiration from our favorite Hallmark and Lifetime holiday movies, this little tale is meant to warm your heart.

      If this is your first experience with my work, I welcome you to explore my other titles. You can find my complete collection at payhip.com/Booksbydlwhite or through your preferred online retailer.

      Want to stay updated? Sign up for my newsletter to receive exclusive content, including a free short story, and be the first to know about new releases and special deals.

      I love hearing from my readers! Feel free to reach out with your compliments on social media or via email at authordl@booksbydlwhite.com. Please consider leaving honest, balanced feedback on your favorite retail or review sites.

      Thank you for your time and support. I hope this holiday novella brings you as much joy as it brought me while writing it.

      With warmest wishes of the season,

      DL White
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      Thandie Wilson’s SUV crawled through Main street like an overdressed guest at a casual dinner party. Through her windshield, she took in quaint storefronts haphazardly decorated with faded garlands and limp red bows. She rolled her eyes as she maneuvered the crowded streets, dodging pedestrians toting cups of steaming beverages and waving to each other like they were starring in a Hallmark movie.

      The producer who’d pitched an annual holiday festival in a small Georgia town to BreakfastTV, the national morning show program, must have been under the influence of something strong.

      She was supposed to produce a festival worthy of national attention? In…this town? She scoffed, her manicured nails tapping impatiently on the steering wheel.

      The job had seemed laughable at first, but they met her quote, and now, trapped in this Norman Rockwellian nightmare, it felt more like cruel and unusual punishment. And she’d done it to herself.

      “Mama has been calling me non-stop about you taking a gig out of nowhere, and right before the holidays.” Her twin sister Maya’s voice filled the interior of her rental via Bluetooth. “Like every day. ‘Why is your sister hiding out in some little town when she could be home? The money can’t be better than spending time with family.’”

      Thandie’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “I’m not hiding. I have a job. I have to go where the work needs me to be. Right now, the work needs me to be in…” She glanced at her GPS, then continued, “Some place called Evergreen Falls.”

      Maya pushed out a light grunt that said she didn’t believe a word Thandie said. “That’s what we’re calling getting fired, so we have to pick up a random job halfway across the country?”

      “Maya—”

      “I mean, I get it. Sometimes you got to step back to step up. But this place better have a decent coffee shop. You get cranky without a fancy latte and that gross sous vide egg thing.”

      “They’re not gross. They’re full of protein.”

      Thandie spotted an empty space and deftly parallel parked, ignoring the glances from a group of locals. She stepped out, wincing as her new boots crunched salt into the pavement. Crisp winter air assaulted her nostrils. She swung her gaze from left to right, quickly finding the town hall. Its red brick facade was laden with more dated decorations.

      “I’ll call you later. And don’t tell Mama any more of my business. Especially that I got laid off. If I do this job right, I’ll have no problem finding something in the new year.”

      “I know how to keep a secret, Thandie. Unlike you, who ran her mouth about Darien Hartwell when we weren’t supposed to have boyfriends⁠—”

      “We were sixteen!” Thandie screeched. “Let it go already. Love you. Bye.”

      After ending the call, she checked her reflection in a side mirror. No one would suspect she had spent the past week sobbing into her pillow and stress-eating through her stash of frozen yogurt and gourmet cookies.

      The town hall’s interior was warmer than she’d expected, with high ceilings and well-maintained hardwood floors. A helpful secretary directed her to the community room. Before she even reached for the door, she heard polite arguing from inside. Thandie paused, her hand hovering over the doorknob.

      “Now, Kwame,” said a firm, aged voice. “Contrary to what you seem to think, you are not in charge of this festival and you don’t give the last word on anything around here. Other people have opinions, and you know we’ve got to step it up if we’re going to be on national television.”

      “With all due respect, Mother Greene,” another voice countered, “overhauling what has made this festival special for the last twenty-five years for a minute and a half isn’t the answer.” The male voice was rich, with the kind of tone that could read a phone book and make it sound interesting.

      Bracing herself, Thandie pulled the heavy wooden door open and stepped into the community room. The area was spacious with large windows that let in streams of natural light. At the center of the room was a long table surrounded by half a dozen people, but Thandie’s eyes were immediately drawn to the striking man standing near a whiteboard covered in colorful notes and diagrams.

      He towered over the others, his warm brown skin glowing in the sunbeams that filtered through the windows. A neatly trimmed beard framed his strong jawline, and he exuded an air of comfort and sophistication in a cozy cable-knit sweater. As he turned to face her, his expression was reserved, but she didn’t miss the swift up-and-down assessment.

      An elderly Black woman sat in what was clearly a position of authority, her silver hair peeking out from under a deep purple scarf. Even if Thandie hadn’t heard her referred to as Mother Greene, she would have recognized the type—a church mother whose word was as good as gospel.

      “You must be Ms. Wilson,” Mother Greene said, pushing herself up from her chair. “Welcome to Evergreen Falls. We’ve heard so much about your work in Chicago.”

      Thandie pushed away a twinge of discomfort. They’d heard about her successes, not her recent career adjustment.

      “Please, don’t get up. And call me Thandie. I’m excited to help make this year’s…” She consulted her phone for a few moments, then her face brightened as she returned her attention to the room. “This year’s Evergreen Falls Holiday Festival something truly special.”

      “This is Kwame Adel.” Mother Greene gestured to the man by the whiteboard. “He thinks he runs this planning committee though he’s not even a full-time resident. He only winters in Evergreen Falls. Nonetheless, he’s one of our most valued members. When he’s not busy writing his little books, that is.”

      Kwame frowned at Mother Greene before turning to Thandie, hand extended. His handshake was firm, professional. “Welcome to Evergreen Falls, Ms. Wilson. Though I have to admit, some of us are curious why someone of your caliber would choose our little festival.”

      There was a question in his tone that made Thandie’s spine stiffen. “Some of us…as in you?”

      “I…I…uh…” Kwame stuttered, then shrugged. “Yes, actually. Me.”

      Thandie beamed what she hoped was a disarming smile. “Mr. Adel, I’m only here to help you bring out the best parts of your festival so that BreakfastTV can give Evergreen Falls their flowers. So, let’s talk about how we’ll bring this festival into the twenty-first century.”

      Settling into an empty seat at the table, she pulled out a sleek tablet and a digital pen, pretending not to notice the exchange of glances between Mother Greene and Kwame. Lord, she knew that look. It was the same one the church mothers back home got right before they started suggesting their sons stop by to fix some imaginary problem, then invite him to stay for dinner.

      She wasn’t in this town for romance. She was here to prove she could turn any event, any size, anywhere into something spectacular. And if that meant going toe-to-toe with a handsome author who clearly had opinions about tradition, so be it.

      “I’ve prepared some initial concepts based upon your bid,” she said, unplugging the laptop connected to the projector, then adding her tablet via an adapter. “I think you’ll find these ideas provide the kind of visual impact national television requires.”

      The first slides showed elegant lighting designs, professional ice sculptures, and a European-inspired Christmas market setup with booths surrounding the central focus—an ice skating rink. She was about to launch into her explanation when Kwame cleared his throat.

      “Ms. Wilson, I respect your previous experience doing this kind of thing,” he said, “but our festival has always been about community, not spectacle. People come to the Evergreen Falls Holiday Festival because it feels real. Not like some corporate winter wonderland. It doesn’t even get cold enough for a skating rink.”

      “Mr. Adel,” Thandie replied, matching his formal tone. “In my extensive experience running a wide range of events, tradition and innovation aren’t mutually exclusive. And I can create a skating rink in the desert if I need to.”

      “In my extensive experience running this festival for the past few years,” he countered, “chasing popular trends is the quickest way to lose authenticity.”

      Mother Greene’s voice cut through the tension like a warm knife through butter. “Why don’t we just take a breath and remember we’re discussing the celebration of our Lord’s birth, not planning war strategy? This conversation should be about how to make the festival fun and welcoming.”

      Thandie felt heat rise in her cheeks. She knew better than to argue in front of elders, even if
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