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      For everyone whose favorite part about Christmas is the music.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Now the ground is white

        Go it while you’re young,

        Take the girls tonight

        And sing this sleighing song;

        Just get a bobtailed bay

        Two forty at his speed

        Hitch him to an open sleigh

      
        And crack! you’ll take the lead.

        JAMES LORD PIERPONT, “JINGLE BELLS”
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              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      After everything it took to get here, I refused to believe I’d come to Harper’s Inn by mistake.

      “I’m sorry,” the receptionist insisted. Her curly, shoulder-length brown hair was held back by a brightly colored headband with reindeer antlers. The red band brought out the flush in her cheeks and the freckles across her nose. “But I have nothing under the name of Grace Eastland.”

      “That can’t be right.” I gripped the edge of the reception desk and worked to tamp down my frustration. “Check again, please.”

      My suitcase tipped over on its side. Frazzled, I reached to steady it. In the process, the leatherbound notebook I had tucked beneath my arm slipped and clattered to the tile, narrowly missing the puddle where snow was melting from my boots.

      Boots I’d bought just for this trip, for the record.

      Because I didn’t need them in Arizona.

      My panic hiked. I dove, hoping the water hadn’t touched the pages I’d been scribbling on during the flight here. Inspiration had really struck from ten thousand feet in the air. I couldn’t lose that progress just because I was currently living in my own version of the movie Inception.

      When I saw it, that movie had played with my mind so thoroughly that by the time it was over, I couldn’t tell if I was dreaming or awake. Or dreaming inside of a dream.

      This felt a little like that emotional vertigo.

      I cast my eyes around the lobby. The inn looked like the pictures Mom had showed me. It smelled like a Christmassy getaway, all cinnamon and spice plug-ins.

      But was it possible I was imagining everything?

      “I’m sorry,” the receptionist said, her attention on the screen near the wall. “Your name isn’t anywhere in our records.”

      Placing the notebook on the counter, I frowned and peered toward the inn’s quaint lobby. A woman seated on the couch across from the fire glanced in my direction.

      Feverishly, I swallowed the painful tightness in my throat.

      “What do you mean my name isn’t⁠—?”

      My suitcase tipped over again.

      I bent to right it.

      “—in your records?”

      This wasn’t possible. My parents had booked this trip for me. Mom had outlined everything last night, showing me my plane tickets, the inn’s beautiful setting, and its many accommodations.

      She and Dad had made all the arrangements. They’d talked up Harper’s Inn and its charming setting and what an amazing writing getaway it would be for me.

      Was it possible that between all the planning, Mom had forgotten to actually book the room?

      Merry Christmas to me.

      “Grace Eastland,” I said, telling the receptionist my name one more time.

      I had to give this one more try.

      “Or maybe check Donna Eastland,” I said. “That’s my mom. She’s the one who made the reservations. She gave me this trip as an early Christmas present so I could get away and have some quiet time to work on my book.”

      The receptionist smiled. I knew I was oversharing, but like a swarm of caffeinated monkeys breakdancing in my brain, my panic was getting to me.

      I’d flown all the way from Arizona to Montana. It was days before Christmas. Days before my round-trip flight would kick into gear and take me back where I’d come from.

      And this book wasn’t going to write itself.

      I needed a calm, peaceful setting. A getaway from my frantic, overworked life. I had goals, people.

      What was I supposed to do? My cell service was patchy, and the driver I’d hired to bring me up the mountain had already gone back to the small town that airport shuttle had dropped me off at. A town with no hotel.

      Without this room, I was stranded.

      “I checked. You’re not there,” the receptionist said. “Our rooms are often booked a year in advance. If you didn’t get your reservations last Christmas, I doubt we have anything for you.”

      Lovely. The panicking monkeys started juggling balls and riding unicycles.

      Concern cloaked the receptionist’s gaze. She chewed her lip for several seconds before her outlook brightened.

      “Hey, this is just like the Christmas story, isn’t it? No room at the inn. Except you’re not pregnant—that I know of—and we don’t even have a stable for you. I’d offer you the barn, but that sounds awful, doesn’t it?”

      The receptionist’s quick change of topic threw me for a moment. I’d seen the bright red barn as I’d entered minutes ago. It was quintessential, and a man wearing a cowboy hat had been leading a horse into its wide-open door.

      Hope flickered like a candle in the wind.

      “Do you have rooms in the barn?” I asked.

      The receptionist’s smile fell. “No. Not really.”

      There it was. I was miles from home with nowhere to stay.

      From the view through the tall windows on either side of the entrance, snow covered the mountainside. Sure, it was beautiful from this side of the glass. But going back out in it? Days in the snow weren’t going to cut it.

      Helplessness slid into my gut with all the coldness of an ice cube. I didn’t travel much on my own. My last trip had been to visit my sister Stephanie in Louisiana when she’d gotten married two years ago—and I’d gone with my parents.

      The receptionist stared at me with a pitying kind of expression. Sad eyes, and all that.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said again. “I can offer you a complimentary ticket to our dining room. Our chef is world-renowned. He’s⁠—”

      Behind me, the bell over the door jangled. A woman with red hair, wearing a puffy ski jacket, stepped inside with a man at least a foot taller than she was. Smiling, the woman smacked him on the chest as though reprimanding him for making her laugh.

      The receptionist cut off and cleared her throat, and her message was beyond clear:

      I was in the way.

      Okay, then. It was time to get going.

      The only problem was, I didn’t know where to go.

      “Do you mind if I sit in the lobby for a minute?” I asked, holding my suitcase handle to keep it from tipping again. “I just . . . I need to think.”

      “Sure. Go right ahead. Though, you can’t stay there, either.”

      “I get it,” I mumbled as frustration built within me.

      Tucking my elbow tightly to keep my leatherbound notebook in place, I left the puddle behind and dragged my suitcase toward the living room. I was sweating beneath this coat—another item I’d bought solely for this trip.

      The monkeys were tearing their hair out, and I couldn’t help my jerky walk or the way heat rose beneath my eyelids. What was I going to do?

      Only a few people loitered. A woman holding a terrier in one arm attempted to coerce her young daughter from the room with her free hand.

      “Hang on,” the little girl said, eyeing something on the table across from the fireplace. “Look at this.”

      I wheeled my suitcase past them toward the fireplace, moving with patchy vision as though my brain were short-circuiting because the monkeys had started gnawing on the wires.

      The fire in the hearth crackled, sending yet more heat toward me, so I unzipped my coat and stared at the painting above the mantel. The image was of a forest in summer, featuring a cottage built of stone and climbing with ivy. Even now, my muse didn’t get the hint that I was stranded. It kept generating ideas—a fantasy wood filled with faeries and sprites.

      Picturesque. Otherworldly.

      I’d have to write it into my book later.

      Shadows pooled beneath branches and the light casting from a break in the clouds overhead. That breaking light was so symbolic. I needed some light right about now.

      I had the urge to go Mary Poppins on this painting, to dive right in and explore. It would be better than my current predicament.

      But there would be no exploring. Just as there would be no sequestered, endless hours of losing myself writing or soaking up some time at the spa here.

      My heart grew more despondent the longer I thought about it. I removed my phone from my pocket and looked up Mom’s number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Made it to the inn. Are you sure you booked me a room? They’re saying I’m not on their records.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: Asinine!

      

      

      

      

      

      Mom was a walking dictionary. It was thanks to her that I had a love of all things literature. I chuckled at her word and read her next message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: I did! Hang on, I’ll give them a call.

      

      

      

      

      

      Perfect. Maybe Mom could make some sense of this. She had her transaction number, receipt, and confirmation emails. It was definitely better for the receptionist to talk to the one who’d made the appointment.

      Assuming Mom had.

      She wasn’t usually one to forget things like this, but there was the time she’d left her suitcase on the plane when we’d flown to Stephanie’s wedding. Mistakes happened, didn’t they?

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Thanks, Mom.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now, all I had to do was wait.

      I inhaled, keeping one hand on the suitcase handle, and gazed at the towering Christmas tree beside the fireplace. It was smothered with emerald-green tulle and fat red bulbs with little sprays of glittering gold stems like they’d just been plucked from a tree. Perfectly wrapped presents created small mountains at the tree’s base.

      It made me wonder if there was actually anything inside of them or if they were just for decoration.

      Behind me, the mom reprimanded her daughter in an exasperated tone.

      “No, no, Edie. Don’t touch things we can never replace.”

      “I’m just looking,” the little girl replied even though her fingers trailed along the front of the antique radio on the table. It was old, standing like a tower on a sea of lace.

      The young girl fiddled with the radio’s two front knobs like she was drawing on an Etch A Sketch. Her mom bustled over, curly-haired dog in one hand with the other outstretched.

      “Edie, I said don’t touch.”

      The young girl lowered her hand. Her dark hair tufted out beneath a pink beanie.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Keeping my suitcase in hand, I settled onto one of the fat armchairs facing the table. At the same moment, a man in a cowboy hat entered the room. I wondered if he was the same cowboy I’d seen out by the barn when I’d first arrived.

      Snow gathered at his boots, and a pair of thick gloves stuck out from the pockets of his wool-lined coat.

      “It’s just an old radio,” the mom said. “Now, come on. We should have left ten minutes ago.”

      “That’s not just any radio.” The cowboy removed his hat, giving me a full-fledged view of his rugged jawline and pink-tinged cheeks speckled with a day’s growth.

      I knew it was cliché. I wrote about things like this all the time. But the instant I heard his low bass drum beat and saw the James Dean rebellious vibe this man’s features had—if James Dean were a cowboy—my breath quickened.

      Now that was a jawline.

      I was already warm, but this man did a number on my internal body temperature.

      “It’s not?” The girl raised a brow. “How come?”

      Humor played at the cowboy’s attractive mouth. I was fascinated by him. My thoughts instantly scattered in all directions, sending the monkeys to the respective trees. His dark hair tumbled into his eyes—brown eyes that twinkled at the little girl—and his fingers gripped the crown of his hat.

      “Rumor has it, this radio once belonged to Santa Claus.”

      My brows lifted. That one sentence was enough to distract me from my current dilemma.

      The little girl’s thoughts were clearly along the same wavelength. Her face pinched, showing just how full her lower lip was.

      “No, it didn’t!”

      “It did,” the cowboy said. “Miss Junie and I share the same grandpa. We grew up here when they turned this place into an inn. He told me the story.”

      “What story?” the girl asked.

      He crouched before the girl, rested a hand on the table, and braced one of his knees on the carpet. Delight flickered in his brown eyes, and his mouth took on a mischievous lilt. What was it about children that melted gruffness away from people?

      Not that he was gruff. Was he?

      “A hundred years ago, Santa forgot to stop by here Christmas Eve,” he said.

      The girl’s mother stroked her dog, opening her mouth as if to interrupt.

      The girl folded her arms. “Santa wouldn’t forget anyone.”

      “Oh, but he did,” the cowboy said. “My grandpa told me his dad got no presents that year. And Santa, he just felt awful. Just after Christmas, Santa came by with this radio as a way to make up for the slip.”

      Second by second, stardust fell into the little girl’s eyes. Her smile spread, revealing perfect tiny teeth, and excitement descended on her as though an egg filled with sparkles had cracked over her head.

      “Really? This was really Santa’s?”

      “Really.”

      Stories were my life. I’d loved reading for as long as I could remember and often stayed up way too late caught up in whatever book I was immersed in. Right now, I was enthralled by this man’s ability to weave a tale in mere minutes that was captivating enough to enchant every woman in this room.

      The little girl included.

      “What a nice fairytale,” the mom said from behind her daughter, though she didn’t sound like it was nice at all.

      Out in the lobby, I could hear the receptionist’s perky voice chiming to someone on the phone, and my heart picked up speed. Was she talking to my mom?

      “It’s not a fairytale, ma’am,” the cowboy said, rising to his full height.

      Hardness struck behind the mom’s eyes. Did she opt not to indulge in childhood fantasies like Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy? If that was the case, whoever this cowboy was, he’d just made things a whole lot harder for her.

      “And let me guess, it only plays Christmas carols.” She waved a hand toward the radio.

      “Oh, no.” The cowboy returned the wide-brimmed hat to his head. “I’ve never heard a single tune come from it, and I’ve worked here for years.”

      “Then why keep it?” the girl asked.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      The three of them turned to face me. Too late, I realized I’d just injected myself into their conversation. The question had slipped out on its own.

      The cowboy’s eyes raked over me, stealing all of the moisture from my mouth and making it pool in my armpits instead. A flash of irritation crossed his face—an abrupt change compared to the easy interaction he’d had with the young girl.

      What was wrong? Did I track something other than snow into the room?

      Brushing my unease aside, I decided to finish my thought, directing my question to the child.

      “If you had a radio that Santa himself brought for you, wouldn’t you keep it, too?”

      The girl wrinkled her nose. “My mom says we get rid of things we don’t use.”

      Her mom’s lips bobbed as if wanting to pose another argument, but the cowboy spoke first.

      “Your mom is a wise lady.”

      The mom’s face hardened, combatting the smile she failed to keep in place. She adjusted the dog in her arms and waved to her daughter as I heard the receptionist ending whatever call she was on.

      “Come on, sweetie. We’ve taken up too much of this nice man’s time.”

      “Not at all,” the cowboy said.

      The girl obviously wanted to keep talking to him, but she dutifully placed her gloved hand in her mother’s and walked to the inn’s door. She gave the cowboy a final, wistful glance before the bell tinkled to announce their exit.

      The cowboy bent at the waist as if engaging the radio in a stare-down—and giving me the unexpected appreciation of his back pockets. I shook my head and stood, wheeling my suitcase to stand beside him.

      “You had that little girl wrapped around your finger.”

      The cowboy straightened, rested a hand on his hip, and examined me with his chocolate-brown eyes. A lock of dark hair swept across his forehead beneath the brim of his hat.

      My breath hitched under the full force of his gaze. A sideline profile view had been enough to draw me in, but his shoulders, his tall stance, the effect his features had on my ability to take a full breath was more than I banked on.

      I legitimately trembled in my boots and had to swallow.

      “I did, didn’t I?”

      His expression wasn’t nearly as warm as it had been. No smile. Guarded eyes.

      “I’m Grace, by the way,” I said.

      The cowboy’s nostrils flared. His eyes bugged, and his body went instantly rigid.

      Whoa. What was that about? Did he not want me talking to him or something?

      Without another word, he tapped the brim of his hat and turned to leave. At the same time, my mom texted, not giving me time to wonder why telling him my name was such a big deal.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: Sorry, honey. She said there’s no record. I could have sworn I made the reservation! I’ll call that little town and see if I can find something. Why don’t you hang tight?

      

      

      

      

      

      Hang tight. Sure.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: It’s okay. I’ll see if I can find something.

      

      

      

      

      

      Listlessly, I faced the snowy view out the front windows once more. I was stranded far from home with words to write and nowhere at which to write them.

      What was I going to do if I couldn’t find anywhere to stay?
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              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The more time passed, the worse my worries got.

      I sat in the lobby as more guests came and went. I looked up other hotels, but the nearest town was Whitefish, and it was about an hour out. I even called the shuttle service that had brought me up to the mountain, but they weren’t making any more trips today.

      It was only four-thirty in the afternoon, but the sky outside was starting to darken. Desperation began to creep behind my sternum like a prowling snake and my heart was the unsuspecting mouse.

      Maybe Harper’s Inn had a shuttle that could get me back down. Or a sled.

      I read something about sleigh rides offered here. Maybe their driver could hook up Old Bessie to a sleigh and get me somewhere to sleep tonight.

      Somewhere warm, preferably.

      Leaving my suitcase on the floor by the Christmas tree, I returned to the reception desk.

      The receptionist was hidden behind a book with a couple embracing in the snow. Its title was Oh, the Weather Outside. Hm. Looked like something I’d enjoy.

      I wondered if it was any good.

      This woman and I were what Anne Shirley would call “Kindred Spirits.” The fact that she loved reading made us instant buddies.

      Or it would have in any other circumstances.

      “Excuse me?” I said, knowing the atrocity it was to interrupt someone in the middle of the pages.

      The receptionist lowered her book. To her credit, she didn’t glower at me, but smiled. Something told me she had sunshine in her DNA.

      “Still here?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I’m still here. I wondered . . .”

      “I’m Juniper Harper,” she said. “My mom owns this place, and I go by Junie since the double ‘pers’ in my name sound weird.”

      Fair enough. I liked this quirk about her.

      “Hi, Junie. I’m—well, I guess you already know my name.”

      “Any luck finding somewhere to stay?” Junie asked.

      “No. That’s what I wanted to ask. Is there any transportation back down the mountain? Anywhere else you know of? It’s getting dark . . . super early, by the way.”

      “Yeah,” Junie said. “It does that here. Northern Montana. We’re about twenty minutes from the Canadian border.”

      “That close?”

      “America’s North Pole,” she said.

      The perfect destination for a Christmas writing retreat. No interruptions. Just seclusion to inspire me to create the perfect story.

      Sigh.

      Goodbye, perfect story. Goodbye, hopes and dreams.

      After my most recent rejection from yet another agent, I wasn’t sure I could take any more. I’d poured my heart and soul into that book. I’d edited, cut words, added more, and tweaked it so much that if my manuscript had been made of fabric, it would have had more random scraps than a patchwork quilt.

      Even still, I’d been proud of that book. How could they have turned it down?

      I’d been so distraught. One or two rejections had been hard enough, but I’d sent it to over a hundred agents. And every single one of them said no.

      It was hard not to take that as a reflection of my own shortcomings. Like, even after all that hard work, I was the reject.

      Junie still watched me.

      “I’m not sure where to go at this point,” I told her. “I’m feeling a little antsy. According to the gift shop in West Hills, there’s no shuttle coming up here again tonight, and I can’t really sleep out in the snow.”

      My uneasiness grew the longer I spoke, so I stopped.

      “Where are you from?” Junie asked.

      “Scottsdale, Arizona.”

      Her mouth twisted in concern. “That’s far.”

      “Yeah. I flew all the way here thinking I’d have a room. Anything you can do would really help me out.”

      Junie placed a piece of paper in the fold of her book and set it on the counter. She chewed her lip.

      “I don’t know . . .”

      “Please,” I said, fully realizing how desperate I sounded. “Unless you’ll relent and let me sleep on your couch in there until I can book a flight home tomorrow, I have nowhere else to go.”

      The stool Junie sat on squeaked as she rose to her feet and circled around the reception desk. She tiptoed to look at something out the large windows behind me. I pivoted, watching her.

      What was she doing? Was there room in the barn after all?

      I’d take anything at this point.

      “I think he’s gone for the night,” she mumbled, drumming her fingers on her thighs.

      “Who’s gone?” I asked.

      “No one.” She perked up, beaming at me with the slightest hint of reserve. “I just . . . I have an idea, but I can’t have Boone freaking out at me for doing this. My mom is gone, so she won’t care, but my cousin?”

      “For doing what?”

      What was she talking about?

      “Shh. You can stay here.” She offered both hands to me and lowered them again with an exhale. “But you can’t tell anyone I’m doing this. I’ll make up an NDA or something, because I’m really not supposed to do this.”

      “Anything,” I said with buckets of relief pouring fresh intervals of oxygen over my head. Every breath I took felt like a gasp after being submerged under water.

      What was she talking about? What was she not supposed to do? Kick out other guests? Bunk them into the same rooms to clear one for me?

      Junie peered in one direction, then another, before tilting in. Her eyes had flecks of gold around the irises, and the freckles spraying across her nose were adorable.

      “There’s an old family wing here,” she whispered, “one we don’t let outsiders know about. There’s a room there that you can stay in.”

      The heaven’s opened. Angelic choruses began to sing.

      “Oh, my gosh. Seriously?”

      “Shh!”

      Oh, right. I lowered my voice, peering right, then left, before tilting in.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Don’t mention it. I mean that. Not a word to anyone.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not a blogger, are you?”

      Chagrined, I shook my head. “No. I’m not affiliated with anything like that. I’m just a writer.”

      Those narrowed eyes thinned to slivers. “Writer?”

      “An author. Books. I write books.”

      Junie nodded once as if in slow motion. “And you won’t . . . document this or anything?”

      “If you want me to sign something, I will,” I said. “I won’t say a word. Not even to my mom. My lips are sealed. I promise. This means so much.”

      Junie lingered and said nothing for so long that I worried she’d retract her offer. But moments passed, and she nodded her head again.

      “This way,” she said, waving for me to follow her.

      We passed a long staircase whose banisters were woven with garlands made of pine, holly berries, and twinkly lights. The scent of cinnamon was pervasive with every step. More garlands were strewn along an opening into the hall where an elevator was situated.

      Ahead, there were double doors whose glass looked into the dining area. To the right, there was a single door with the words Employees Only on it.

      My heart climbed into my throat. Junie turned the knob and waved me on.

      This part of the inn was nowhere near as nice or branded as the rest of it was. While the carpets out there were red and gold, this carpet was old, worn, and a shade of blue. The walls here didn’t have classy wallpaper but were a simple tan color. There was, however, a garland and Christmas lights twinkling around one of the three doors in sight.

      “This used to be a house before my grandparents added onto it, and this is where my cousin and I grew up,” Junie explained.

      The cowboy had mentioned something about his grandparents, about how he’d worked here when Junie’s grandparents turned this place into an inn. Was he the cousin she was talking about?

      She’d called him Boone.

      “Who’s your cousin?” I asked.

      “Oh, Boone?”

      Bingo.

      “He’s a repairman here. Fixes all kinds of things. He works in the barn a lot, tends the horses, you know. And he’s one of the sleigh drivers, so if you want a sleigh ride while you’re here, you’ll maybe ride with him.”

      “And . . . he won’t like that I’m here?”

      She stopped at the door right next to the one with all the twinkly lights around its doorframe.

      “Pfft. He won’t even know.”

      “That’s a relief,” I said. “This is seriously so incredible of you. How long can I stay? My flight doesn’t leave until after Christmas.”

      I hoped she’d grant me this space for the duration of my stay. I really didn’t want to go home yet.

      Junie turned the knob but didn’t go in. At a few inches shorter than I was, she glanced up at me with a serious expression.

      “If you keep your nose clean, I’m sure you can stay until then. But not a word.”

      “I got it.”

      She could count on me. I was as count-on-able as a number line. Even as I had the thought, a sinking feeling entered my stomach, but I pushed it away.

      Junie opened the door and flicked on the light. The room was ordinary, as far as rooms went. A twin-sized bed was pushed up against the wall. It was nicely made, with an old quilt covering the top. There was a bedside table with a lamp, a dresser to my right, and the closet doors to the left were closed.

      Hanging above them along the ceiling were dozens of ribbons.

      “Horses?” I asked.

      “That’s Boone. Anyway, here you go. The bathroom is just down the hall. I keep it pretty clean, so I hope you will remember that we’re sharing it.”

      “Got it,” I said, realizing just what a huge outreach this was.

      Junie was sweet, there was no doubt about that. Offering her personal space to a total stranger?

      Wow. Just wow.

      She backed out of the open door. “You saw when we passed the dining hall? Mason is amazing. You’ll have to use those tickets I gave you and get some dinner.”

      “Thank you so much. And I want to pay you for this room,” I hurried to add before she left.

      Junie waved this off. “We can work that out. I wasn’t about to leave you stranded.”

      “Thank you,” I said again, and then Junie left the room.

      I crept slowly around the room, introducing myself to the space. I mean, not literally. But in that way a person does when you’re completely new and not sure where anything is.

      Wheeling my suitcase toward the dresser, I laid it on its side and looked at the pictures on the walls. Most were of horses, though there was one of a beautiful blonde woman.

      Who was she? Did she have something to do with whoever this Boone person was? Would he really be that upset that I was here?

      Thinking fast, I pulled out my phone and crossed the room to sit on the corner of the bed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Good news. They found a place for me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: I’m so glad! That receptionist was super nice.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You have no idea.

      

      

      

      

      

      This wasn’t the way I imagined this trip going, but I wasn’t going to balk at that. The fact was, I was here. Away from work and from the frustrations and discouragement that had slammed me down after querying my book.

      I’d just wanted to escape.

      To write this new idea elbowing the corners of my mind and demanding release.

      When I proposed getting away to write it, Mom and Dad had offered to give me my Christmas present early. Mom was in full support of a writing getaway. She’d suggested Jackson Hole, but that was too expensive. And I could tell my timeline bothered her—with my sister newly married and living so far away, Mom had mentioned that having me gone would feel too much like an empty nest.

      Still, this was the only extended break I had away from my job at Halverson Wellness, where they offered essential oils, whole medicine alternatives, gentle cleaning products, and the like via phone and online orders.

      I’d gone on plenty of writing trips with friends, but every time, I’d gotten precious little actual writing done. While the retreats had been fun, the time was usually spent chatting instead of, you know, writing.

      That was why Mom and Dad had agreed to my timeframe.

      I pulled my notebook out of my bag and settled a little deeper onto the bed, resting my back against the wall as my phone rang.

      “Hi, Mom,” I said, wondering why she was calling.

      I’d just told her I was good to go.

      “Hi, hon. You got all settled in? They found a room?”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      “I’m so glad. And how’s the inn? Are you in love?”

      “Absolutely. Montana and I are getting married.”

      She missed the irony in my voice. “That’s good. So you’ll write what you need to and skedaddle on back home by Christmas, right?”

      “Um . . . What?”

      We’d gone over this. Today was Tuesday. My stay was booked for a week, and Christmas Day, Friday, happened to fall in the middle of that week. Mom knew that. She’d gone over the flight with me.

      Maybe she just forgot?

      “Mom, I’ll be gone for Christmas.”

      “I know,” Mom said with resignation. “And you know I fully support what you’re doing. It’s just . . . I was kind of glad things hadn’t gone as planned. That maybe you’d come home early. It won’t be the same without you here. Uncle Mike will be here. He’ll wonder where you are.”

      I loved my mom’s only brother, but she couldn’t be saying what I thought she was. My suspicions began to rise.

      “Did you . . . deliberately not book me a room?”

      Why would she do that? Why make such an expensive mistake on purpose?

      “Of course not. I booked you that room, Gracie. I’m just saying, Uncle Mike will be sad you’re not here, and I didn’t think of that when I agreed to this.”

      “He sees me on social media, Mom.”

      When I was little, Uncle Mike had been a human jungle gym, and then as I’d grown up, he’d gone from a fierce contender on Mario Kart to a shoulder to cry on. I hadn’t seen him in a few months, but I knew Uncle Mike wouldn’t care that much that I was gone.

      “You know, it’s really too bad you left. He told me last night that he’s bringing his associate, that one I told you about. The one who just got divorced. Terry something.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. Mom’s unexpected guilt trip was ruining my sudden relief.

      “You know I’m like, stranded here, right?” I said.

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “This isn’t helping, Mom. I have no way to get back to West Hills.”

      Nor did I want to reschedule my flight if I didn’t have to. Not when I hadn’t done what I came here to do.

      Sure, I wanted to be with my family for Christmas, but I saw them all the time as it was. This was my Christmas present. It had been on the verge of ruination only to be unexpectedly rescued.

      Mom was ruining it all over again.

      “I’ve got to go,” I lied, glancing at the room’s dark walls and the horse trophy on the dresser. “I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

      “Get some writing done, come home Christmas Eve. Win-win!”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      I hung up before she could say anything else. What did she think she was doing? She and Dad had planned this trip for me, after all. Why throw a wrench in it now?

      Work was stressful enough. Working a dead-end job at a call center when my heart was in writing? Sucked.

      I intended to make enough money with my stories to quit my job. But scribbling away on napkins during lunchtime and writing only on weekends wasn’t cutting it.

      This was my chance. I was working on a fantasy romance between a woman who could wield magic and an elven warrior who’d been raised by trees in a forest wasteland, and it was going to be a bestseller.

      The idea was catchy, thriving, and unique. I had the perfect tagline. My brain was bursting with ideas and conversations, and all I needed was the time to craft the story the way it acted out in my mind.

      To live in the world I was trying to create.

      This book would be the one. It was unique enough; I was sure no agent had represented anything like it. If I gave the story everything I had, immersed myself in the world I hoped to create, I couldn’t fail.

      At least, that was what I told myself.

      While Mom supported my writing, I knew she wanted me to stop living in my own head. Mom thought I needed to find a man who could ground me in reality. Help me grow up and adult or something.

      But I didn’t want reality.

      Not when made-up men were so much better than those in real life.

      Besides, I’d moved into my own place last year. Wasn’t that adult enough?

      After venturing out into the dining room and enjoying a delicious meal of meatloaf, mashed potatoes with creamy gravy, and parmesan-crusted asparagus—with rolls that could rival my grandma’s—I crept back to my room, readied for bed, and settled in with my laptop.

      My fingers danced across the keyboard, transferring everything I’d written in my notebook so far. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen from here or who this Boone person was—though I had my suspicions—but from the sound of things, he could be the cowboy from earlier, or he could even be an older guy who worked on the property.

      Whoever he was, hopefully, he wouldn’t mind me being in here. If I played my cards right, he’d never know until I was gone.

      With how this trip had fared thus far though?

      I should have known I wouldn’t be that lucky.
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      I tromped down the snowy steps, eager to get back out to the barn, back to horses and where women stopped trying to interfere in my life. I’d take the mountain’s frigid chill currently creeping down my shirt any day over fires and intriguing stares.

      I should have known better than to go into the radio’s history with so many people in earshot. Telling the little girl had been safe enough—or so I’d thought. I hadn’t thought the brunette woman would butt into our conversation.

      I should have kept the story to myself.

      Though I’d never admit as much out loud, my reservations sprang from the part of the radio’s history that only Junie, me, and her mom knew much about:

      The radio hadn’t played in over a hundred years, but when it had, the guests hadn’t just heard music. That music from Santa’s radio had interfered in people’s lives.

      Or so our grandparents had said.

      “They had near to twenty weddings at the inn that next year,” Grandma had joked. “That’s what we get for Santa knowing what we’re up to all the time. He knew just who to have the radio play for.”

      According to Grandma Harper, the radio wouldn’t respond when someone turned the dial like a normal radio did. Since Santa himself had delivered it to my great-grandfather, the story went that the radio chose who it would play for and when.

      And when it played, it created romantic havoc for whoever heard the songs. Junie’s mom, Aunt Meg, had jokingly called the radio a matchmaker.

      I’d heard the story so many times—about the first year Santa had brought the radio, and how the men and women who heard it play ended up getting together in one way or another.

      I’d learned the hard way not to share that part of the story. Especially around women.

      No sense dwelling on it now. Chances were, I’d never see whoever she was again.

      The sun would be going down soon. I had to get things tidied up at the barn before it did. The frigid winter air chilled my lungs with every breath. I stuffed my hands into my coat pockets, but before I made it halfway down the porch steps, the bell jangled behind me, and Junie stepped outside, hugging her arms tightly around her.

      “What are you doing, Junie?” I asked, turning enough to prop one boot on the step above.

      I wasn’t exactly happy with my cousin at the moment. She continued pestering me to be nice to the guests. Didn’t she hear me in there?

      I’d been my charming self.

      She was my cousin, not my mother. But she was also, technically, my employer.

      I’d known Junie was listening, so I’d been civil. And then I’d walked away at the first opportunity.

      Giving the guests—especially the female guests—more attention often led in a direction I had no intention of going. I couldn’t count the number of women who’d asked Junie for my contact information.

      I’d made it perfectly clear I was done talking to the brunette in the lobby, and thankfully, she hadn’t asked me any more questions. Granted, the idea of a radio belonging to Santa Claus would make anyone question me, but still.

      She could ask Junie what she wanted to know. Not me.

      “I just got a call from Troy,” Junie said. “His dad’s injured.”

      The wind swirled a glacial breeze around me, chilling the skin of my face, and I looked at the barn across the yard. That wasn’t good. Troy was the other sleigh driver. Sometimes, his dad filled in when we needed him to. That didn’t happen often, but Christmas was coming in two more days.

      “Injured? How?” I asked.

      Junie hugged herself tighter, and her breath left her mouth in a visible puff. “He was carrying something for his wife into their basement and slipped down the stairs. He’s going in for hip surgery tomorrow.”

      A fall down the stairs at his age? Troy’s father, Rick, was old enough to be any of our grandfathers.

      “What about his wife? Is she okay?”

      Junie’s lower jaw began to judder in the frosty, ten-degree afternoon. She shuffled on the top step.

      “She’s all right. I’ve offered to go help, but I also have my hands full here. Their daughter lives close by, and Troy said they’ll be okay.”

      “Thanks for telling me,” I said. “I’ll be sure to stop by after the surgery. Maybe we can bring them some dinner from the kitchens.”

      “I thought so, too. And Boone?”

      I suspected what Junie was about to say. I hurried to ward her off before she could ask.

      “We’ll find someone else,” I said, turning to continue my trek toward the barn.

      Junie trundled down the steps after me. I dropped my mouth in mock surprise, knowing what a stickler she was for following rules. Rules she often implemented herself since she basically ran things at Harper’s Inn.

      “What are you doing, Junie? Leaving the reception desk unmanned? Shocking.”

      She slugged me. “The reception desk will be fine for a few minutes. Our inn? Won’t. At least, not for our annual ride up the mountain on Christmas Eve. Sure, Troy will be there to drive, but you know one sleigh won’t carry all of our guests.”

      I grunted.

      “Can’t you forget your bitterness for one year and help me out? Finding a replacement sleigh driver isn’t as easy as you think. Especially this late in the game.”

      “I would know,” I grumbled, “since I’m the one who will be finding the replacement.”

      “Come on. Please? All you have to do is drive the guests up to the Event Center. The bonfire will already be in place. The cocoa stand will be all cocoa-y and ready. I’ll be the one talking about ‘the incident’ a hundred years ago.

      “You won’t even have to talk to anyone. Just wait in the sleigh with the horses as your only company. I know that’s your favorite way to spend your time.”

      As a matter of fact, I had once liked the annual sleigh ride to the mountain peak for a bonfire and to hear the story of the inn’s origins. My mom and Junie’s mom had been close. They’d been the ones to start the tradition with guests who’d opted to stay over Christmas.

      Guests all piled into our larger sleighs and were carted up the mountainside where a bonfire awaited. They drank cocoa, mingled near the fire’s warmth, and then Junie or her mom—or both women—took turns telling the tale of Santa’s notorious visit.

      They rambled on and on about the romantic notion of the radio being a matchmaker, which was another reason I refused to take guests up the mountain. I wasn’t sure I believed that part of things, especially since none of us had ever heard a single note coming from it.

      Laughter and joy were rampant. Guests returned year after year for a repeat of the occasion. Admittedly, I’d joined in with the rest of them, laughing and singing carols during the sleigh ride.

      Until my wife had passed away.

      The thought of Amy now stabbed me straight in the heart. The memory of her death made breathing hard enough as it was, but Christmas only thinned the air that much more.

      Enduring the holiday was like climbing Mount Everest without any gear or oxygen. My head went light and began pounding. Fatigue washed over me, and nausea at the thought of exactly what I’d lost when my wife had died rendered me unable to do much more than exist.

      “Horses are my favorite way of spending my time,” I agreed, pushing the painful thoughts away and gulping a breath that was so cold it, was like Listerine for my lungs.

      “Come on, Boone,” Junie said, elevating her voice. “You know Laura just quit, and Sam is on vacation with her family. I’m so short-staffed, I’m like a lacrosse player without a stick. Now, we won’t have enough drivers? I need you.”

      The barrier I’d built around my heart loosened, but I tightened it right back up again. I refused to let her plea get to me.

      We still had time. There were plenty of horsemen down in the town who could hold reins and drive a team up the mountain.

      “I’m sorry, Junie,” I said. “But you know I can’t do it. We have enough notice. We can find someone else.”

      Junie opened her mouth to argue, but I tipped my head at my cousin and began the trek through the snow toward the large, red barn. The sun set early here in northern Montana. It was usually dark by four-thirty, and I needed to get Hazelnut saddled soon.

      Childhood memories of romping through this mountainside, of herding my grandparents’ sheep and my first horseback rides with my dad, of traipsing with Junie to gather wildflowers and the time Junie fell into a beaver dam, were rampant in my mind.

      One memory I didn’t have of this place was of my late wife, Amy, or our unborn child who’d died in the womb. I’d never gotten to hold that child, not even after the accident. Thoughts of them pricked my eyes, and I blinked away the emotion.

      After high school, I’d left the inn to work on a ranch. Amy had flitted her way into my life. She’d been down-to-earth and had worked at the same ranch I did. Our relationship had quickly built on a mutual love for farm life, sunsets, and swings on apple trees.

      Since her death, my heart hadn’t beaten the same. I was amazed it could keep on beating at all, if I were being honest. I’d lost a part of myself with her.

      That was the reason I’d come back to Grandma Harper’s. The prospect of living at the family’s old cottage had been welcome. Secluded as I was here, surrounded by antiques and things that didn’t and would never belong to me, I could let go of as many of those memories of Amy as I could.

      I’d left everything behind in Deer Lodge. I’d brought only the clothes on my back. Furniture, clothes, baby items that Amy had been collecting for eight months before she’d died—it had all been abandoned.

      The only thing I kept that belonged to me now were some awards from my rodeo days and Amy’s favorite sweater. It had long since lost her smell.

      Every woman reminded me of her in some way. The way they tossed their hair. The way they carried themselves. I’d worked to immunize myself against any other woman’s appeal since I’d lost her.

      But the woman I’d spoken with near the radio wouldn’t leave my mind as I stalked into the barn, out of the cold wind, and past the corral where Hazelnut perked her ears and lifted her nose over the gate.

      Or rather, her name wouldn’t leave my mind.

      Grace.

      I pressed my eyes closed, shook away the sting, and buried my nose into the top of my coat to ward off the winter chill swirling through my hair. The path from the inn to the barn was well worn, packed snow alongside the wooden fence enclosing the barnyard.

      Grace was beautiful, there was no denying that. My heart had sparked for the first time in years, adding an extra beat the minute I allowed myself to meet her blue eyes. That hadn’t happened in so long.

      But I’d gotten out of that situation as quickly as I could.

      Emotion tightened my throat as I entered the large, red barn. I blinked hard, stepped across the scattered bits of straw, and poured some feed into the dark bucket hanging on a hook nearby. Then I held it below Hazelnut’s mouth.

      The horse hungrily dove into the grains. I petted her as she finished and then reached for Hazelnut’s brush.

      The horse responded to my proximity, hooves prancing in place as I stood beside her and breathed in her distinctive smell.

      As hard as I tried, Grace’s name wouldn’t leave my mind. I had to avoid that woman as much as possible. Fortunately, this was an inn—and thanks to its nature of providing only temporary housing, guests didn’t stay here long.

      No matter how much they might want to.

      She would leave soon. I’d just keep my distance until she did.

      “Hey, girl,” I said, running the brush along Hazelnut’s mane. The horse’s black eyes gave me a sideways glance, and I hugged my free arm around her, resting my head against her and feeling the steady thrum of her body.

      Horses had always calmed me, which was another reason I’d opted to come back to Grandma Harper’s after the accident. Junie was right—being in the barn with the horses, away from people, was exactly my cup of tea.

      I could tease children easily and enjoyed the delight they often got from the story of the radio. I even liked talking to guests and families during sleigh rides, which was the only interaction I had with people these days.

      But when it came down to Christmas, I wanted—needed—to be alone. Away from crowds. Away from the music. Away from the smiling and the happiness I knew I could never have again.

      Once Hazelnut was brushed, I set the brush onto its shelf and stroked the horse’s nose at the same time my phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Junie: Before you go, there’s a complaint in room 17. The woman said her faucet is leaking.

      

      

      

      

      

      Duty calls.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I’ll be right there.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I have one more thing to check,” I told Hazelnut. “It shouldn’t take too long, and then we’ll be out of here before it gets dark. Okay, girl?”

      Hazelnut looked at me, making me wonder, not for the first time, how much she understood of what I said.

      I stole a quick glance at my watch.

      Four-fifteen. Better make this fast.

      Bracing myself for the onslaught of wind, which had picked up in the last ten minutes and was more of a gust than a gale, I trudged my way back to the inn. Stomped snow off my boots. Retrieved my toolbox from Junie’s office as I ditched my coat. Made for Room 17.

      A middle-aged woman opened the door when I
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