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To those who listen to holiday music before Thanksgiving and who get the Christmas decorations out the day after Halloween. To those who drive around at night just to look at all the twinkling lights and who have holiday movies on all December long. To the snow-loving, hot-chocolate-drinking, ugly-Christmas-sweater-wearing, cookie-baking, sled-riding, gingerbread-house-building winter enthusiasts. This one’s for you.

May we all find our Ashers.

(After all, it is the season for miracles.)
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Chapter One
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My borrowed suitcase stares at me from my bed, daring me to even try to squeeze anything else inside it.

“What are you thinking?” Asher asks. My best friend lies sprawled across my comforter in his white Bramble Falls Drama Club hoodie and gray sweatpants, his expression amused as I snarl at the bag.

“I’m thinking about what a snob this suitcase is,” I tell him.

A laugh bubbles out of him. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Look at it, sitting there mocking me for being a small-town girl from Connecticut who has no idea what to pack when traveling to such a freaking awesome city.”

“I assure you the suitcase is not judging you,” he says, linking his fingers together behind his head of messy black hair.

I gesture at it. “It’s purple!”

“Okay… so?”

“So it’s definitely a judgmental snob.”

He narrows his eyes at me and shakes his head. “You’re strange.”

“I like to think of myself as limited edition, thank you very much.”

His lips quirk, amused, as he sits, crisscrossing his legs. “Why don’t you tackle this later? Maybe on a day when an inanimate object can’t hurt your feelings?”

“No. I’m almost done.” I shove a pair of black ballet flats inside and flip the lid closed.

Well, as closed as it’ll go… which isn’t really closed at all.

“You’re not leaving until winter break,” Asher says, watching me struggle to zip the overstuffed bag. “That’s weeks away. You don’t have to finish tonight.”

“I told you, I’m too excited to wait,” I say, yanking at the zipper to no avail. “And let’s face it, if I put off packing until the last minute, we both know I’ll forget stuff.”

A goofy smirk plays across his face. “I think we both know you’ll forget stuff either way.”

I glare at him before climbing onto my bed, plopping my butt on top of the suitcase, and leaning over to slide it shut. One set of teeth at a time, the zipper closes, the chain so tight, I’m waiting for the bag to burst open like a confetti cannon.

“You know, Ellis can probably loan you a bigger, less judgy suitcase,” Asher says. “Or you could maybe not pack so many clothes.”

“And you could shut up and help me.”

Asher sighs and shoos me. “Move,” he says.

I hop off the suitcase, and he takes my place, the mound of fabric inside flattening beneath his weight. He tugs on the oversized zipper tab. “This is ridiculous. Since when do you care about having a special outfit for every possible occasion?”

“Since a trip to New York City became a reality! Obviously! Who knows what Ellis and I will end up doing? What if she takes me to some classy rich-people party but all I brought was an old flannel and ripped jeans?”

“Oh my god, yeah, I’m getting secondhand embarrassment just thinking of that horrifying hypothetical scenario,” he says, his voice dripping with sarcasm. I slug him in the arm, and he laughs.

“Don’t you remember when we binged Gossip Girl last summer?”

“How could I forget? All you talked about was Chuck and Blair, Blair and Chuck, for weeks, despite how toxic they were,” Asher mutters as he finishes zipping the suitcase. He hops off the bed and heaves the hulking bag onto the floor, where I’m almost certain it leaves a dent.

“Then you also remember how fancy everyone looked. I refuse to look like a slob in the big city.”

“It was a TV show, Sloane. And you never look like a slob.”

My eyes fall to my too-big lime-green sweatpants—held up by a black shoelace since I lost the drawstring in the wash—tucked into fuzzy red-and-white-striped socks, and my cozy Christmas tree sweater with its twinkling LED lights. I don’t need a mirror to know my bangs are sticking up in every direction, and my shoulder-length blond hair is falling out of the loose, lopsided ponytail I threw it in this morning.

I arch an eyebrow at him as if to say, Oh really?

He smiles. “Fine. But if the rich New Yorkers don’t like you in flannel, then they don’t deserve you in a dress.”

“Yeah, okay,” I say, wheeling the heavy suitcase to the corner of my room. “Ugh, I wish you could go with us.”

“I do too. I’ve only been to the city once. And it was for a wedding, so I barely got to see anything outside of the church.” Asher stands and puts his hands in his hoodie pocket. “But I can’t leave when my parents are about to open the Bramble Inn. They might need my help. They’re overwhelmed.”

“I know. I get it.” I sigh. “I hate it, but I get it.”

Asher’s dad is a second-generation Japanese American who grew up in Southern California, while his mom, a petite white woman with brunette hair, was born and raised in Bramble Falls. The two met in college while majoring in hospitality management and got married young. They’ve always wanted to open their own bed-and-breakfast, but it wasn’t until recently that they decided to finally take a chance on their dream. Mrs. Yoshida quit her front-desk job at the hotel a town over and is now preparing the inn for its grand opening, while his dad is working overtime and traveling a lot, doing sales for a drinking-straw distribution company. They’re trying to bank as much money as possible before they’re both running the inn full time.

“You and Ellis will have fun taking a girls’ trip,” Asher says.

“Yeah, I guess so.”

He’s right, of course—my cousin and I will have a blast. And a trip to such a big city feels a lot less daunting going with a native New Yorker. I won’t have to worry about getting lost, or missing out on the best pizza and bagels, or finding the coolest attractions, or navigating the subway system. I basically have my own personal tour guide who will happily let me prance around the theater district in awe, hoping to catch a glimpse of Lin-Manuel Miranda or Jonathan Groff or Meg Donnelly or Jordan Fisher.

Still, I wish my best friend could be there with me.

“It’s been years since we’ve been apart longer than a weekend,” I tell him, the realization coming out whinier than intended.

“Huh. That’s true.” His brown eyes twinkle when he says, “No wonder I’m so sick of you.”

“Ha-ha.” I flick him in the side of the head.

“Jeez,” he says, batting my hand away. “You’re so violent.”

“And yet you love me.”

He frowns. “It’s wavering.”

“Liar,” I challenge, putting my hands on my hips.

He shoves my pillow into my chest until I grab it, then pulls the baby-blue comforter off my bed and wraps it around his shoulders like a cape. “Come on.” He heads toward my bedroom door. “Movie time.”



Mom has always said Nora Ephron wrote and directed some of the best films, and if Sleepless in Seattle is any indication, she’s absolutely correct. Curled up on the couch next to Asher, I pop a pink Starburst into my mouth as Annie and Sam discover each other at the top of the Empire State Building in a seriously swoony and tension-filled final seven minutes of the movie.

“Maybe I’ll meet the love of my life at the top of the Empire State Building while I’m in New York,” I muse.

The credits roll, and when Asher doesn’t respond, I turn to find him sorting through what’s left in our bowl of candy, setting all the pink Starbursts aside for me.

“How will you know he’s the love of your life?” he finally says. “Winter break is hardly enough time to fall in love.”

I shrug. “I imagine I’ll just know.”

“Ah, I see. So you’re banking on some love at first sight happening in NYC.”

“You don’t believe in it?”

“Not sure. I think maybe it takes time to know if it’s love. Otherwise it could just be attraction without the potential for more. Friendship just seems like a stronger foundation than instant infatuation, I guess.” Asher tosses a chocolate-covered raisin into his mouth and looks at me. “But what do I know? I’m still single. And if a romantic moment at the top of the Empire State Building is what you want, I’ll cross all my fingers and toes that you get one while you’re there.”

“Why, thank you,” I say, unwrapping another pink Starburst. “I hope this hypothetical Empire State Building guy loves me unconditionally, because I’m pretty sure my teeth are going to rot. Or fall out.”

“You live on Pop-Tarts, cookies, and candy, so yeah, probably both.”

“Hey, I ate a vegetable two weeks ago!”

“Pizza doesn’t count as a vegetable,” he argues.

“The sauce does. The cafeteria lady at school said so. We’ve discussed it several times.”

“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”

I shift onto my knees and turn to the window behind us, pushing it open and sticking my head out into the blustery cold night. The moon plays hide-and-seek behind the puffy gray clouds floating in front of endless sparkling stars. It’s the perfect night.

Asher squeezes through next to me. “Uh, why are we sticking our heads out the window?”

“Because it’s almost December!” I sniff the air and shoot him a giant grin. The day after Thanksgiving is one of my favorite days of the year because it unofficially marks the beginning of my favorite season—winter.

“Sloane, no,” he says, the corner of his mouth twitching. “For the hundredth time, you are not Lorelai Gilmore. You cannot smell snow.”

I lift my chin. “I refuse to accept that. And snow is coming. Call it a sixth sense.”

He shakes his head at me. “This time of year is mostly cold and rainy. Not snowy.”

“Have I ever been wrong?”

Now he lets himself smile, his eyes crinkling in the corners. “No, you have not.”

“Exactly.”

“It’s called luck. And don’t forget it often runs out.” He ducks his head back inside.

“I’m not even dignifying that with a response,” I say, crawling in after him. I close the window, bury myself under the comforter with Asher, and nestle against his arm to absorb his warmth as if he’s a space heater.

Every year, Bramble Falls hosts the Falling Leaves Festival, two months packed full of fall-themed activities. But this year, after videos of the events blew up online, we added an extra weekend in November. And now that the delightful-but-exhausting festivities have concluded, and the drama club’s fall production has also ended—meaning no more long rehearsals for me—and the stress of Thanksgiving preparations and the overstimulating day of socializing are both over, this is literally all I want to do: nothing.

Because although I’m a total people person and I love helping Mom plan Bramble Falls events, sometimes a girl needs a break. Which is what December is for—lounging around with Asher, watching movies, sleeping in until noon on the weekends, listening to holiday music, and soaking in the general merriment of the winter season.

And, of course, going to New York City for the first time.

Asher yawns. “I should probably head out.”

“But I’m warm,” I say, pouting.

“I can tuck you into bed if you want,” he jokes.

“Shut up. I am not a child.”

“No, you just want me to sit here and stare at the wall all night so you can use me for my heat.”

“Of course not. That’d be rude,” I say. “I’d let you stare at the TV.”

Asher laughs and shakes me off as he stands.

“Fiiiine,” I concede, following him to the front door.

He slips on his boots and his coat and faces me. “See you tomorrow?”

“Naturally.” I open the front door for him and shiver at the trespassing cold air. “Now get out of here before I get hypothermia.”

“So bossy.”

“Toodles.” I wave at him, practically pushing him out the door. “And happy first day of winter!”

“Unofficial first day of winter,” he says.

“Whatever, Scrooge. Let me know when you’re home safe.”

He sticks his hand up in acknowledgment as he skips down the porch steps, and I close the door.

After turning the TV off and grabbing my comforter, I head up to my room and sink into my bed. My sluggish thoughts swirl around Sleepless in Seattle, snagging on the idea of falling for someone without knowing them—without them really knowing you. The movie was sweet, and I want to believe in love at first sight. But is Asher right? Is it a ridiculous concept?

I’m nearly dozing when my bedroom door opens.

“Hey, you up?” Mom asks. Her voice is high-pitched, and her blond hair isn’t in much better shape than mine.

“Not really,” I mumble.

“Okay, sorry. I just wanted to let you know we’re having an emergency tourism board meeting in the morning.”

I bolt upright. Emergency meetings are never good. “Why?”

“I’ll explain tomorrow. I need you to be there,” she says. “Night, Sloane. Get some rest.”

I’m all too familiar with that look on her face—that mix of panic and excitement. It’s the look of ideas and planning and chaos. It’s the promise of no sleep.

She backs out of my room, the door clicks shut behind her, and I lie down and stare at my ceiling, wondering what I’m walking into tomorrow.





Chapter Two
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“I’ve asked you all here today because, as you know, this year’s Falling Leaves Festival was an incredible success,” Mom begins the next morning, looking at each of the Bramble Falls residents gathered around our kitchen table and spread throughout the room. “Since the final weekend of the festival, videos of our town’s autumn events have continued going viral. We’ve had more late-November visitors than ever before, and shops and restaurants are reporting higher sales than previous years. People want to escape to a quaint little town like this one.” A few of the board members clap, and Mom nods. She seems less frazzled this morning, in her business-casual khakis and white sweater, her hair pulled back in a tidy French braid. “Yes, it’s a great thing, right? And that’s why”—she pauses and smiles for dramatic effect—“we’re going to put on the Falling Snow Festival!”

Everyone stares at her in stunned silence until Mom’s excitement visibly fades, the spark in her blue eyes dimming.

Finally, Helen Grant, the local florist, clears her throat. “Mayor Sullivan—”

“Please, Helen, you can call me Naomi,” Mom says.

“Naomi, what exactly are you proposing?” she asks.

Mom perks back up. “Well, similar to the Falling Leaves Festival we do every autumn, I’m envisioning fun events, open to the public each weekend, leading up to a big festival day. Last night I printed out a calendar”—Mom’s friend Amanda grabs a stack of papers off the counter and begins passing them out to each of us—“and I’ve marked the dates on which I think we should plan to have events.”

Helen slips on her reading glasses and looks at the paper. “This calendar says December.”

“December?” the bookstore owner shouts over the other frantic voices in the room. “Why not February?”

“February is too depressing,” Mom says, as if the suggestion is ludicrous.

“December is in two days!” Forrest, the hardware-store owner and go-to handyman, calls out. He runs his hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “Unbelievable,” he mutters.

I bite my lip at the uproar and take a calendar from Amanda.

“I know, I know. I hear your concerns.” The room quiets as Mom holds her hands up to silence the mob. “Look, Bramble Falls is finally on the map. Now is the time to take advantage of the attention. Could we push it to February to give us more time to prepare? Yes. But who knows if everyone will have moved on to the next charming town by then? Bramble Falls is having its moment. People are captivated by us. It would be irresponsible not to capitalize on the festive season. December means holiday lights and an evergreen-draped Peach Street. The aesthetic is perfect.”

Looking over the calendar, I furrow my brow. “This thing is pretty much blank. Aside from the actual festival scheduled for the last Saturday of the month, all that’s on here is our usual tree-lighting ceremony on the first and the annual Christmas Eve Snow Ball.”

Mom points to me. “Great observation, Sloane. That’s actually why I wanted you to be here.” She claps her hands together. “If we’re going to pull this off, it’s going to have to be all hands on deck. So, I was hoping you could gather your friends for a bit of a brainstorming session. See what ideas everyone has to fill in this blank calendar. Things that are low-cost to us but could bring in some money and attention for the town. We’ll all be thinking on it as well, but you’re so creative, and Ellis and Cooper did such a wonderful job with the Harvest Hunt this fall… The more minds involved, the better.”

My chest constricts, my heart sinking like a stone. What does this mean for New York City?

“Sure, yeah. Of course I’ll help,” I tell her, swallowing my dread. “I’ll set up a meeting with everyone.”

“Excellent!” She turns back to the group. “The same goes for all of us. I’ve started a shared doc where we can add our ideas. So, let’s put our heads together today, and we’ll vote on them tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning?” Mrs. Yoshida—Asher’s mom—says. “This is all happening so fast.”

“As Forrest so passionately pointed out, December is in two days. We need to hurry along. Once we choose our events, I’ll get things scheduled and posted on the Bramble Falls website. Then we can start the planning and promoting.”

We all look at each other.

“Thank you for your support and enthusiasm. Meeting adjourned!” Mom chirps with a smile.

As everyone slips into their coats, mumbling to one another about how busy this month is going to be, Mom joins me in the corner.

“Thank you so much for stepping up,” she says.

“No problem,” I tell her.

“Listen, I know you’ve been planning on going to New York over winter break,” she says. “I would never keep you from that. At least not for this. But I do appreciate your help, so just know that if you decide to stay, I will love you forever.”

“You’ll love me forever either way.”

“True, but I might love you a little less if you go,” she says, leaving no doubt where I get my sarcasm and witty comebacks.

“You’re cruel.”

She wraps me in a hug. “Seriously, though. If you still want to go, I’m totally okay with it. I can manage without you, so I don’t want you to feel like you have to stay.”

But I do! I want to scream. Because a new festival with several events throughout the month is a huge undertaking. And even if she can pull it off herself, she’s going to be a ball of stress all of December. She needs me.

Her arms fall to her sides as she lets me go. “Oh, and will you see if Ellis can ask Fern to share any information or updates on her social media?”

“Sure.”

Fern Berry is Ellis’s best friend back in New York. She’s a content creator who’s pretty much become famous for her restaurant reviews. Her Falling Leaves Festival videos racked up tons of views and are the reason Bramble Falls is getting noticed now.

So, basically, she’s to blame for me not getting to go to NYC. As much as I loved her when I met her, I might have to hate her now.

As Mom cleans up the extra muffins and puts the orange juice cartons back in the refrigerator, I pull out my phone and start a group text.

Mandatory friend meeting at the diner at 1pm today!

Then I go upstairs and unpack my snobby purple suitcase.



Bramble Falls is quiet for a Saturday afternoon. The sound of kids playing in heaping piles of leaves is long gone; no friendly faces sip hot tea and shout lively greetings from their porches, no smells of cinnamon and cider waft from downtown, mixing with the earthy scent of fall. Maybe I just got used to the festival frenzy that has now come to an end, but as I walk the two blocks to the diner, everything feels a little depressing. The mostly bare trees and dull gray sky only reinforce my gloomy mood. I tug my hat down so it covers my ears and pull my ruby-red coat sleeves over my numb fingers, trying to shield myself from the frigid air. It’s uncharacteristically cold for the end of November, which ordinarily I wouldn’t mind—because winter!—but today it only makes me wonder if it’s a bad omen from Mother Nature.

When I reach town, a group of four elderly women—lovingly known by locals as the Gossip Girls—are walking around the square, bundled up and sipping coffees from the Caffeinated Cat, the local cat café. Their voices are hushed but animated as they discuss the latest Bramble Falls news. I’m sure by now they’ve heard about the upcoming festival. I wave to them and scurry into the diner before they have a chance to interrogate me.

Inside, I’m hit with a gust of warm air and the smell of greasy food. I make my way past the empty booths, their torn red vinyl seats in desperate need of some love, and I join my friends, who have already pulled several tables together and are laughing loudly near the far windows.

“Sloane!” Jake exclaims as I drape my coat and my bag over the back of the empty chair next to Asher. “We’ve heard the news, and we’re ready.”

“Yeah?” I sit and tuck my hands under my thighs, trying to warm my fingers. “Good, because we have a lot to do.”

“Oh, I meant we’re ready to eat fries and watch you and Ellis figure it all out.”

I frown at him, and Ellis laughs as she pulls out a notebook, pen, and various colors of sticky notes.

Jake is a senior, a year ahead of me, and is unfairly hot, with clear blue eyes and dark blond hair that’s long and styled on top and fades on the sides. Despite his obnoxious arrogance, he’s a total sweetheart. He flashes his perfect white teeth at me. “I’m joking! We all know you couldn’t run this show without me.”

On the other side of Asher, Chloe, another senior, tosses her long blond hair over her shoulder and mutters, “Now, that sounds like the joke.”

“Whatever. I offer unparalleled moral support,” Jake insists, leaning back in his chair, his blue Bramble Falls High long-sleeve tee stretching over his muscular torso.

Ellis pats him on the head like a dog. “Yes, Jakey. You do.”

My eyes bounce around the seven chairs before landing on an empty seat. “Where’s Hannah?”

My friend Preeti shrugs. “She said she’d be here.”

“Okay, well, let’s just get started,” I say. “Knowing her, she’ll be at least thirty minutes late.”

“What? Hannah gets a pass, but I have to be here?” Slug complains, his ash-brown hair falling over his eyes.

“Hey, I didn’t force you to come,” I tell him.

“Jake dragged him here,” Ellis’s boyfriend, Cooper, says.

Slug crosses his beefy arms over his chest and frowns. “Literally.”

“If I’d expected you to be here, you would have been part of the group chat,” I say.

“Wait. There’s a group chat?” Slug asks. “I’m offended.”

I huff. “You’ve never once volunteered for a single Bramble Falls event—not even when your football coach made it mandatory.”

“Not the point,” he argues. “I’d still like an invitation so I can not-so-regretfully decline to participate.”

Ellis drops her pen on the table and buries her hands in her thick brown hair. “I have a feeling we aren’t going to get anything done at this meeting.”

“No,” Asher says firmly. “We’re going to be productive. Because all of you are going to shut up and let Sloane talk.” He levels a look at Slug, who probably has fifty pounds on him, but Slug lifts his hands in surrender anyway.

I shoot Asher the best grateful look I can muster.

After placing our orders, we get down to business. I explain the situation even though, like Jake said, they already know because there are no secrets in a town as small as Bramble Falls. To my surprise, not only does everyone seem excited, but they also came prepared with ideas.

Just as we’re about to start jotting down our thoughts, Hannah bursts through the door with no coat, a gray hat over her flowy brown hair, and tight jeans hugging her curvy thighs. She darts across the black-and-white checkered floor.

“I’m so sorry,” she says, panting. “My car wouldn’t start.”

“Girl, your car never starts,” I say. “Maybe it’s time for a new one?”

“I’m broke,” she says, claiming the empty chair. She steals Preeti’s strawberry milkshake and takes a sip. “But enough about me. Where are we?”

Ellis taps her pen on her notebook. “Ideas for winter events.”

“Wait,” Jake says, causing everyone to groan. “Jeez. I was just wondering if we were getting Fern in on this meeting.”

“Why would we do that?” Ellis asks.

When Fern visited for the Falling Leaves Festival earlier this month, Jake was positively captivated by her. They spent a few days flirting before she left, and ever since, Jake’s been searching for any excuse to text her.

“Because she’s the reason this is happening? Because she might have good ideas?” Jake relaxes in his chair, trying to act laid-back about it. But we all know better.

“Actually, my mom did ask if we could get her involved, so—”

Jake springs forward and whips out his phone before I can even finish my sentence. “I’ll video-call her.”

He waggles his eyebrows and Cooper laughs as the phone rings. The two guys are best friends, and although things got complicated between them last month when they were both chasing after Ellis, they seem to be back to normal now.

Thankfully, because I am not good with tension, rifts, and confrontation.

“Um, hello…?” Fern says, clearly surprised to see Jake calling her. “What’s going on?”

Jake beams too brightly to pull off being casual. “Figured you missed seeing my pretty face.”

Fern laughs. “You were right. I was sitting here staring at my phone, hoping you’d call.”

“I don’t blame you,” Jake says. Fern lets out an amused chuckle, and although I can’t see the screen, I’m sure she’s rolling her eyes.

My hair fans across the table as I lay my head on it. We’ve been here twenty minutes and haven’t even begun brainstorming. To my left, Asher grabs my hand and squeezes.

“Guys, please,” he says to the group. “We have so much to do. Can we just… get on task?”

“We’re planning events for a winter festival,” Jake tells Fern. “Thought you might be able to help.”

“Oh! That’s fun. What do you have so far?” she asks. Jake props the phone against a steel napkin dispenser in the middle of the table so Ellis can fit in the frame too.

“Well, I remember hearing about a Snow Ball,” Ellis says.

“Yes, we do that every year, so that’s one event down,” I confirm. “We also always do a Christmas display contest—you know, award the house with the best outdoor lights and decorations. But it’s not really an event per se. And the annual tree-lighting ceremony happens every December first.”

“Bramble Falls is so stinkin’ cute,” Fern says. “Okay, what else?”

I bite my lip. “Nothing.”

“We’re just starting our brainstorming sesh, though,” Jake says, trying to be reassuring.

“All right… well…” Fern pauses, thinking. Then: “I recently reviewed a restaurant where they put Winter Wishes on note cards and hung them on the walls inside. I wonder if you guys could do something similar. Like, maybe buy a bunch of those clear ornaments, and everyone writes a Winter Wish on a little strip of paper and puts it inside the ornament. Then they can get crafty and decorate their bulb before hanging it on the tree for the official lighting.”

“Oh my god. That’s seriously adorable!” I practically squeal. “And it’d give people something to do besides just stand around drinking hot chocolate like we normally do.”

“I love it,” Ellis says, jotting the idea down in her notebook—color coordinated to match her pastel-pink sweater.

“Sort of piggybacking off the crafty comment,” Asher says, cracking his knuckles like he does when he’s working through something, “what if we did a holiday market one weekend? Bramble Falls residents could set up tents in the square and sell holiday crafts. I mean, think about all the pet stockings and green-and-red baby hats Mrs. Carver is always knitting. Or the little ceramic carolers the Gossip Girls paint.”

“Or the holiday porch signs my uncle makes,” Chloe adds.

“And I bet you could have your cute holiday puns printed on shirts, Sloane,” Asher suggests.

“Gah, that’d be so fun,” I say, actually excited by the idea.

“Yes. Everyone around town could sell their stuff,” Ellis says. “And local businesses can do themed decorations—like tools and mini flashlights could hang on the hardware store’s tree, and the Caffeinated Cat could hang coffee mug sleeves and Cooper’s baked goods—”

“And cats,” Slug says deadpan.

“Please shut up,” Ellis says.

Slug laughs. “I was only kidding, but since you asked so politely…” He pretends to pull a zipper across his lips.

“The whole event would attract people and bring in money while also making the town look more festive,” Ellis adds.

“We can talk to the Grants about getting some Christmas plants from the Bloom Box,” Preeti says. “We could drop them off at all the businesses and hang them around town.”

“Yes. Cover this place in poinsettias and holly. That’s a great idea,” I say, starting my own mental to-do list. “I’ll stop by their shop this week.”

“Maybe we could get some Christmas carolers to sing for a few hours in the gazebo,” Slug suggests.

“I’m obsessed with that idea!” Fern shouts through the speaker.

“I knew you could be useful,” Jake tells him. Slug rolls his eyes.

I look at Asher. “I bet the choir would get together for one of the events.”

He nods in agreement. “We did a holiday performance at the children’s hospital last year,” he tells the group, “so we could probably recycle that set with minimal rehearsal.”

“Perfect,” Hannah says. Ellis scribbles notes.

“And, Ash, since the Bramble Inn is opening soon, maybe we could spotlight that somehow,” I say. “Do you think your parents would be willing to host a winter-solstice gathering there?”

“I’ll ask, but I’m sure they’d love that.”

Everyone offers their ideas until we have a solid list of possibilities, including a snowman-making contest, a holiday movie night in the square, a night of stargazing, and a winter-solstice celebration. Tomorrow, the tourism board will present their ideas, and everyone will vote on which ones to move forward with. Then Mom will schedule them.

After that, let the planning chaos begin.

Once we’ve all eaten, I thank everyone for coming and the group disassembles, leaving me sitting alone at our table. I let out a breath and try to shake off the swell of unwelcome feelings brewing inside me.

As the mayor’s daughter, I’m responsible for representing Bramble Falls with a smile. And that’s okay, because as a perpetual optimist, I prefer to bury the bad stuff anyway.

But, god, I was really looking forward to New York City.

“You planning on spending the night here?” Asher says, having come back inside. “I can bring you a sleeping bag if you want.” I force a smile, and he sits in the chair beside me. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. Just overwhelmed,” I tell him.

His voice is soft when he says, “Maybe you can still go.”

We haven’t even talked about what this festival means for my trip. But leave it to Asher to just know.

I shake my head. “I think that’s called toxic positivity.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

“Whatever, it’s fine. This will be fun,” I say, trying to make myself believe it.

“But that isn’t toxic positivity?”

“No, it’s finding the silver lining,” I tell him.

Asher frowns. “You know you don’t have to pretend with me.”

I blink back the tears pricking at my eyes, because there’s never been a truer statement. Asher is my safe space, where I can be myself and not have to feel guilty or selfish for complaining about how Bramble Falls’s success affects me.

“I wanted to go ice skating at Rockefeller Center,” I say quietly.

“I know.”

“And see the Statue of Liberty and Times Square and the Empire State Building and Central Park and freaking Broadway.”

He grabs my hand. “I know.”

“And watch the street performers.”

He grins. “I actually didn’t know that.”

“And eat dinner outside in one of those cute igloos.”

“And now I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“And, like, I know we can go some other time,” I continue, “but holiday time in New York City? It’s probably beautiful.” I sigh. “I just really wanted—needed—to go, you know? I love this town, and I love helping out. But…”

“But it’s becoming your whole life just like it’s become your mom’s,” he finishes.

“Exactly.”

“And it would have been an escape.”

My gaze flits to his. Again, he knows. I nod, swiping at the stupid rogue tear escaping the corner of my eye.

Winter has always been my favorite season, but it hasn’t been the same since Dad died three years ago. The first December without him, Mom and I were too devastated to celebrate Christmas. We didn’t even acknowledge it that year. Since then, I’ve learned how to compartmentalize and enjoy the best parts of the season—Dad’s favorite parts of the season—the pretty lights and holiday music, the snow blanketing the town, the overall glee.

But lingering memories of Dad haunt Bramble Falls, triggering unshakable sorrow at the most unexpected moments. Because that’s grief—unpredictable and unstable. It creeps, writhes, and whispers. Explodes, bludgeons, and screams. It’s a wound that won’t clot even when the bleeding slows. And those random sucker punches of heartache tend to happen more frequently in winter because it was our season—mine and Dad’s—full of traditions and laughter and immeasurable love. Winter is when everything reminds me of what I lost when his heart failed us.

My relationship with the season is complicated, so, yeah, as much as I love it here in Bramble Falls, escaping to New York might have been about more than just seeing the city.

Asher wipes another tear I didn’t realize had fallen. “Okay, how about this…,” he says. “What if we go to New York City over spring break? The inn will be up and running by then, so I should be able to go with you too. I know it’s not Christmastime and isn’t the getaway you need now, but it’s soon-ish. And it’ll be warmer.”

“Ellis would probably be thrilled with that. She seemed relieved when I called her after the meeting and told her we couldn’t go now…” She hasn’t exactly been itching to return to New York ever since her fight with her dad last month. Ellis moved here in the fall when her parents separated, but she only decided to stay in Bramble Falls after she learned her dad had betrayed their family. Still, she’s been willing to go back for me. “Yeah, all right. A girls’ trip would have been fun, but I would rather see the city for the first time with you anyway.”

“Okay, good. Then it’s settled. Now, let’s go get hot chocolate at the Caffeinated Cat. We’re going to need fuel for the tree-lighting ceremony prep we’re about to do all night.” Asher stands and pulls me up before I can respond. “And, hey, I know your feelings about this month are complex, but let’s make the most of being stuck here. We’ll make new memories. Happy ones. Okay?”

I throw my arms around him. “Why are you so good to me?”

“Because I am amazing. You sure got lucky getting me as your best friend,” he says with a smile in his voice.

“Now you sound like Jake,” I mutter into his jacket.

He pinches my arm. “Take it back.”

I tighten my hold on my best friend. “Never.” I finally let him go and grab my coat. “Thank you,” I tell him, knowing I don’t have to explain what I’m so grateful for.

“You’re welcome.”

“I love you.”

He gives me the softest smile. “I know.”

As we head outside into the cold, for the first time since Mom announced the last-minute Falling Snow Festival I’m not full of dread. Yes, I’m devastated about New York, but I will get there. And, just like always, Asher will be my rock while I hold on to the wistful memories and create new ones. With him by my side, talking me down when I’m spiraling and ensuring I have my daily dose of sugar, I’ll help Mom plan the most incredible December Bramble Falls has ever seen.





Chapter Three

[image: ]
The commons smells like burnt grilled cheese and waffle fries when I join my friends at lunch on Monday.

With an enthusiastic grin, I set my brown paper bag on the table and slide in next to Hannah. “Happy December first!”

“There’s nothing happy about December first,” Preeti groans. “It means finals are coming up.”

“It also means winter break is around the corner, though,” Hannah reminds her, deeply focused on peeling an orange.

“So, what’s the word?” Asher asks from across the table. “Do we have an official Falling Snow Festival schedule?”

Mom spent all of yesterday on the phone while typing frantically into a spreadsheet. I was awoken at two in the morning to her shouting, “Hallelujah! It’s done!” Before I left for school, she handed me a sloppily written list to share with my friends.

“We do.” I pull the sheet of paper from my jeans pocket and slide it to him. He unfolds it, and everyone leans over to read.


December 1: Tree-lighting ceremony

December 5: Jingle and Jam

December 13: Christmas Light Spectacular at the reindeer farm

December 14: Snowman-making contest

December 19: Show in the Snow

December 20: Holiday Market

December 21: Winter Solstice at the Bramble Inn

December 24: Christmas Eve Snow Ball

December 27: Falling Snow Festival



“Jingle and Jam?” Hannah asks, pulling her dark wavy hair out of its ponytail holder, sending it cascading down her back.

“Apparently Fern knows people in some rock band who said they’ll drive here and do a Christmas show,” I explain. “Mom’s working out the location details today. She wants somewhere indoors so she doesn’t have to scramble last minute if the weather is bad.”

“That’s cool! Are we paying them?” Preeti asks. “Traveling here is a pretty big ask for no money.”

I pick up my sandwich. “No, Fern’s coming too. She’s just gonna stay with Ellis through most of December so she doesn’t have to keep going back and forth,” I explain. “She’ll record the band and post the video for exposure, so it’s a mutually beneficial show. Plus, they’ll get all the profits from any band merch they sell.”

“Ah, smart!” Preeti says.

“I’m so jealous that she can just do school online from wherever. What a dream,” Hannah mumbles.

Preeti shrugs. “I like seeing everyone every day. And I like being in an actual classroom.”

“There’s something wrong with you,” Hannah says.

Preeti laughs as she steals one of Hannah’s orange slices and pops it into her mouth.

“Anyway, I don’t know about you guys, but the reindeer farm sounds like the best part of this whole festival,” Hannah says, getting back to business. “Do we get to feed them like we feed goats at petting zoos?”

“Uh, I have no idea,” I tell her. “I’ll try to find out for you.”

“What’s Show in the Snow?” Asher asks, still studying the list.

“We were thinking we’d have a bonfire and roast marshmallows while projecting a holiday movie in the square. Mom wants us to pick the movie.”

“That’s cute!” someone says from a few seats down the table. I glance over and find the bright smile of Daphne Davis, one of our theater friends. Her sleek black ponytail falls over her shoulder as she leans toward us. “We should do The Holiday.”

“Or Deck the Halls,” Preeti suggests. “It’s hilarious and stars Danny DeVito.”

“Jingle All the Way,” Sterling calls from a few seats down, where they’re wearing a blue sweater that perfectly matches their blue hair. One of the best tenors in choir, Sterling is nothing if not colorful and coordinated—they were made for the arts, born for the stage. “It’s got Arnold Schwarzenegger. His bad acting is pure comedy.”

“No, Single All the Way!” another one of the theater kids shouts.

“You’re all wrong. While You Were Sleeping is the correct answer,” Hannah says.

“Jingle Jangle! It’s a musical!” our friend Parker shouts from somewhere down the table.

“Die Hard,” Asher says like everyone is ridiculous for suggesting anything else.

“Die Hard is not family-friendly,” I tell him.

“You never said that was a stipulation,” Asher says.

I frown at him. “It’s a Bramble Falls event. It’s implied.”

“We could just make it late enough that kids are in bed,” Asher argues.

“We have no way to guarantee they wouldn’t be there, watching people get slaughtered and listening to Bruce Willis say, ‘Yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker.’ ”

“They probably hear worse at school,” he says.

“Well, if inappropriate holiday movies are on the table, then my vote is for Holidate,” I say.

“The twelve times you watched it last year weren’t enough?” Asher asks, even though we both know the answer.

“Of course not.”

“Well, Holidate is way worse than Die Hard, anyway,” he says.

“Disagree. What better way for the youth to learn about sex than from a cheesy rom-com?” I argue. “Plus, Mom might approve my suggestion just because of the hot Australian guy.”

“He’s not that hot,” Asher grumbles.

I lift my eyebrows. “Wrong.”

“Oh my god,” Hannah says, exasperated. “You two, stop your bickering.”

Asher sticks his tongue out at me, and I give him my middle finger. Hannah shakes her head, and we both laugh.

“It’s going to be fun regardless of what movie is playing,” Daphne says. “The whole month will.”

“I agree,” I reply truthfully. Everyone came up with some stellar ideas. “We still have to work out the festival day details, but Mom’s hoping with it being right after Christmas, we might get more tourists, since most people will have a long weekend off work.”

“Also smart,” Preeti says.

“You know the drill,” Sterling calls. They point to the other theater kids. “Just let us know what you need. We’ll be there.”

I nod. “Thanks, Sterling. Mom’s working on a volunteer sign-up sheet today, so I
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