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  About this book...


She’s trying to save the family candle company.  He’s trying not to fall for Bayberry―and her―again.
 
Kate Taylor knows what she wants in life: to one day run her family’s candle business, which is at the heart of the close-knit community of Bayberry, Vermont. But the company isn’t doing well.
Wesley Adams is on the fast track to be an assistant vice president at his financial firm in Manhattan. Before the promotion is announced, he’s sent to this small town from his past to do an analysis of the candle company.
He doesn’t expect to bump into his childhood crush, Kate, and when he does, sparks fly. As he spends time in Bayberry, he falls for the town’s Christmas traditions―and for her. But he has a responsibility to submit an honest report. Will it extinguish Kate’s dreams…along with any chance they have for a future together?
  
The Bayberry, Vermont series:
Book 1 – Christmas in Bayberry
Book 2 – Valentines in Bayberry






  
  Prologue

Last week of November, New York, New York


Big lazy snowflakes drifted toward the ground. 
Pausing in front of the large glass windows of the Manhattan skyscraper, Wesley Adams had an excellent view of the late-November sky, making it seem like the city was inside a great big snow globe that someone had given a shake. Or maybe that’s just how life felt right now—shaken and turned on its head.
He resumed walking, refusing to let the entire day go sideways on him. If he kept moving, he could meet all of his deadlines. He glanced at the black leather wristwatch with the gold face that his mother had given him when he’d graduated from college. It had been all she could afford—probably more than she could afford—and he loved both her and the watch dearly.
For a senior business advisor, there was so much work when the end of the year rolled around. Worst of all, everything needed to be done at once. For Wes, when it came to holidays or a deadline, the deadline always won out. There were always risk analyses and restructuring deals that needed to be completed ASAP. Business didn’t take holidays. It was the mantra of Watson & Summers.
Wes rushed down the hallway toward his office. Even though the holiday season was upon them, the office was devoid of decorations. Not one tiny Christmas tree or so much as an ornament could be found anywhere. There wasn’t even holiday music playing over the speaker system. Mr. Summers, as he insisted on being called, thought bringing Christmas into the office would encourage employees to act as if they were on holiday instead of proceeding with business as usual. Wes didn’t agree, but it wasn’t his place to argue the point.
As usual, Wes was prepared to work through the entire Thanksgiving weekend. He was certain it would be the same for Christmas. Too much work and not enough time. He told himself that being in the office was the way he liked it—a chance to get ahead.
After all, he was in line for a promotion to assistant vice president. If he could land the prestigious position, it would mean more money—money he could use to rent a place for his mother here in the city, near him. As his father had passed on a few years back, Wes worried about her living all alone in Florida. It was so far away. And she didn’t like to fly.
Of course, she insisted she had all of her friends, should she ever need anything, but sometimes he wondered if she was truly as happy as she let on. Or was she saying what she thought he wanted to hear? He wouldn’t put it past her. All she’d ever wanted was for him to be happy.
Right now, he had fifteen minutes to verify the projected five-year growth report and print out an income statement for his next meeting with an important client. He’d meant to get it done this morning, but one impromptu consultation had led to another. No wonder the work on his desk piled up.
“Hey, Wes,” the president of the firm called out to him.
Wes stopped in front of the office door. He peered in at the older man, who had just a few gray hairs left on his head and permanent frown lines marring his face. “Hello, Mr. Summers. What do you need?”
His boss’s bushy brows drew together. “Do you have the report on the Wallace account?”
“I do. It’s in my office. I’ll get it for you.”
“No rush. As long as you have it to me by eleven.”
Wes nodded. He checked his watch again. Fourteen minutes till eleven. So much for not worrying about getting the report to Mr. Summers right away. His mother had always said, If you want something done, give it to a busy person. Had that been some sort of prediction about his life?
After the promotion, things would slow down. He’d have staff under him to help balance out his workload. It would all get better. He just had to hang in there until the first of the year. That should be easy. Not a problem at all. 
He couldn’t help but smile at the world’s biggest lie.
Wes stepped into the hallway, noticing Mr. Summers’ assistant at her desk. “Good morning, Jan.”
“Good morning, Wes.” The older woman’s ivory face lit up as color bloomed in her cheeks. She peered at him over her black-rimmed reading glasses. “Thank you for the Boston cream donut. I was going to save half for lunch, but one bite led to another. It was so good.”
At least once a week, he made a point of stopping at the bakery on his way into the office. It was a small way to thank the people who helped him throughout the week.
“Glad you enjoyed it. How’s your mother doing?”
“Better, now that her cold has passed,” Jan said with a smile. “She’s promising cookies and pie for Christmas. And she’s making a nut roll just for you.” 
“You’re both too good to me.” He’d gotten to know Jan’s mother a few years ago, when he’d volunteered to help move Jan’s mother into a senior’s high rise.
Jan whispered, “I’ve got my fingers crossed for you. It won’t be long now.”
He knew she was talking about the promotion. He grinned. “Thanks. I’ve got to run.”
“Let me know if you need anything.”
He greeted other co-workers but kept moving, because time was money and there was never enough of either. Still, he liked to acknowledge the friendly people he worked with every day.
“Morning Joe,” he said to the mailroom guy, who was pushing a full mail cart down the hallway.
“Morning.” A few years younger than Wes, Joe attended night school. He liked to say that he was working his way up through the company—starting on the ground floor. “I left those files you put a rush on in your office.”
“Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.”
Joe smiled and continued pushing the loaded mail cart in the opposite direction.
Buzz.
Wes stepped into his office and fished his phone out of his pocket. It was his mother. He really didn’t have time to speak to her. He had the pages to print, the report to get to Mr. Summers, and he had to get back to the conference room in—he checked his watch—ten minutes.
It wasn’t like his mother called all that often. She could need something important. He pressed a button and held the phone to his ear. “Hey Mom, is everything okay?”
“Of course, it is. Is that any way to greet your mother?”
He moved to his desk and perched on the edge of his chair. His hands moved rapidly over the keyboard as he entered his password. “Sorry. It’s just that you don’t normally call during business hours.”
“I did this morning, because I need to discuss some business with you.”
His finger struck the wrong key and the printer started spitting out five copies of the necessary file. He tried to stop it, but the computer froze. With a frustrated wave of his hand, he let the printer finish producing all five copies. Fortunately, the report was only three pages long.
“What business?” he asked.
“Do you remember Bayberry?”
“Bayberry the candle? Or the town in Vermont?”
“The small town.”
He checked the time. He was down to nine minutes. “Of course, I remember. We lived there briefly when I was, ah, fifteen.”
He envisioned his mother smiling and nodding her head. “That’s right. You have a good memory. Well, I was just talking to my friend there. Do you remember Penney Taylor?”
He remembered a girl in school with the same last name. She’d been in his class, and he’d had the biggest crush on her. They had lived in Bayberry less than a year when his father announced that they had to move because he’d landed a new job. Wes hadn’t taken it well. He’d intended to ask the girl to the Candlelight Dance on Christmas Eve. He hadn’t thought of her in years.
“Sorry Mom, but I don’t know your friend.”
“No worries, dear. You’ll like her. She’s the sweetest.”
Why was he going to like her? He didn’t have any plans to meet his mother’s friend. “Mom, I don’t understand, and I really have to go. Can we talk about this later?”
“My friend, Penney, owns The Bayberry Candle Company.”
She said it as though it was supposed to mean something to him. “I’m not following.”
He grabbed the file for Mr. Summers. Wes’s gaze moved to the time on the lower right corner of his computer monitor. Five minutes and counting. He moved quickly. His elbow struck a stack of reports for his meeting. He reached out. They fell into his hands.
“My friend, she needs you to come to Bayberry and advise her on her business.”
He was touched that his mother was talking him up, but he couldn’t drop everything. “Mom, I can’t just leave the office.” He straightened the papers. “It doesn’t work like that. Right now, I have to get to an important meeting. Can we talk more later?”
“Sure. But there’s something else you should know—”
“Mom, I really have to go. I promise to call you back. You can tell me all about your friend’s situation this evening.”
“Okay, dear. Love you.”
“Love you too.” He disconnected the call, grabbed the file for Mr. Summers and rushed out the door. 
He hoped Mr. Summers was out of his office or tied up on the phone so he could drop the file folder off and keep going. If he hurried, he’d make it to the meeting in the nick of time.
He reached Mr. Summers’ doorway when his boss looked up. “Wes. Just the man I need to see.”
Wes glanced around, finding Chad Michaels lounged back in one of the leather armchairs. Chad, with his white-blond hair and too-bright teeth, was another senior analyst—also very eager for the assistant vice president position.
“That will be all, Chad,” Mr. Summers said.
“Yes sir. You can count on me. If you need anything else—anything at all—you know where to find me.” On Chad’s way out the door, he paused and grinned at Wes. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure all of your accounts are handled.” And then he tucked his thumbs in his gray suspenders and sauntered down the hall in his designer suit and shiny shoes.
My accounts? What? 
Chad must be confused. That was the only reasonable explanation. Although when Mr. Summers gestured for him to enter the office, Wes got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
He entered the very spacious corner office. The two outside walls were glass, giving a jaw-dropping view of the city. Right now, though, Mr. Summers had his full attention. Why did Chad think he was taking over Wes’s accounts?
Wes approached his boss’s very large oak desk. “Here’s the file you requested. Everything should be in there.”
“Thank you.” Mr. Summers took the folder, then gestured to the two charcoal gray chairs in front of his desk. “Take a seat.”
Wes was torn between doing what the president of the company wanted or speaking up about his pending meeting. After all, Mr. Summers had the final say on who got the promotion. Wes had to stay on the man’s good side, but he also had to get his work done.
Wes’s mouth grew dry. He swallowed hard. “Sir, I’m expected in the conference room on the twelfth floor right now.”
Mr. Summers leaned forward, resting his elbows on the large oak desk. “They can wait.” His gray brows drew together in a formidable line. “This is important.”
Wes had no idea why Mr. Summers was acting so strangely, but he couldn’t help but wonder if this had something to do with the promotion. Was Chad being promoted over him? 
He took a seat, perching on the edge. Then realizing he needed to appear wholeheartedly interested in what Mr. Summers said and not ready to rush out the door at his first opportunity, Wes slid back in the chair.
Mr. Summers got to his feet. “Can I get you something to drink?”
“No, thank you.”
“Well, I think I’ll get something.”
The man was certainly not in any rush to get this conversation over with. Maybe the promotion had been decided upon early. And if it was bad news, he didn’t think Mr. Summers would waste either of their time with pleasantries—in fact, he was quite certain of it. He wasn’t one to draw out bad news.
“Sir, I want to tell you how happy I’ve been here at Watson & Summers for the past nine years.”
“Has it been that long?”
“Yes, sir. I’ve learned a lot.”
“That’s good to hear.” Mr. Summers turned with a glass of sparkling water in his hand. “I know you’re up for the promotion.”
“Yes, sir.” He sat up straighter and smiled. “It’s an amazing opportunity.”
“You do know there’s only one spot open and a number of strong candidates.”
Wes could feel the promotion slowly slipping from his grasp. After being uprooted numerous times as a kid, moving from town to town, crisscrossing the States, he liked the thought of staying in one spot for the rest of his life. There was something to be said for putting down roots.
But if he didn’t land this promotion, he was going to have to rethink his plans. Manhattan wasn’t the cheapest place to live—far from it. As of right now, he didn’t have a Plan B.
Mr. Summers took a drink of water. He set the glass aside. “I have a way for you to gain an edge over the competition.”
Wes couldn’t help but be suspicious. Mr. Summers had never showed any favoritism toward him before, so why now? Still, he shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.
“Thank you, sir. I appreciate this—”
Mr. Summers held up a hand to stop him. “You haven’t heard the plan just yet.”
Wes had a feeling there would be no way he could turn down Mr. Summers—not unless he also wanted to say goodbye to his bright future at the company. And that was not something he intended to do.
“I need you to go to Vermont.”
“Vermont, sir?”
“Yes. Bayberry, Vermont, to be specific.”
“Bayberry?” Wes tried to process this turn of events. First his mother mentioned the town, now his boss. “Have you been speaking with my mother?”
“Your mother?” Mr. Summers’ forehead creased. “Why would I speak to her?”
Wes cleared his throat. “What do you have in mind, sir?”






  
  Chapter One

First week of December, Bayberry, Vermont


Christmas was in the air. 
As Katherine Taylor strolled down Main Street, just as she did every morning, she smiled. To her friends and family, which was everyone in the small town of Bayberry, she was Kate.
Jingle. Jingle.
Santa Claus rang a brass bell next to a red kettle. Large snowflakes fluttered in the air, slowly making their way to the ground. In the shop windows, autumn decorations had come down. Now festive red ribbons and colorful ornaments adorned street lights as well as the businesses lining the street.
Everyone passing on the sidewalk dropped some loose change in Santa’s kettle. In turn, Santa paused the bell and wished everyone “Merry Christmas,” followed by a hearty ho-ho-ho.
Kate reached to the bottom of her oversized black leather purse, where most of her change ended up. She grabbed a handful of coins and dropped them in the kettle. She tried to guess the identity of the person behind the Santa beard. Fred Nicholas was their usual Santa, but this wasn’t Fred. Whoever was behind the costume had done a really good job, because she wasn’t able to put a name to the face.
“I’ve checked my list once and then twice,” Santa said, “and it says you’ve been really good this year. Santa has something special in mind for you this Christmas.”
Kate didn’t mind playing along. “Any hints? Is it the new cell phone that just came out?”
“It’s much better.”
She was intrigued. She liked to believe in Christmas wishes. “What could be better than a phone that works? And doesn’t keep dying because the battery is toast?”
Santa’s blue eyes twinkled. “This holiday season will be extra special. You just have to keep your eyes open to the magic of the holidays and never stop believing in miracles. Ho-ho-ho.”
A little boy, maybe five years old, came rushing up with some change in his hand for the kettle. His father hurried to keep up with him. Kate moved on. She had to admit that had been the strangest conversation she’d ever had with Santa. As she continued down the sidewalk, she glanced back at him. What had he meant by that cryptic message?
Tara Simms was cleaning the display window of Tara’s Tasty Treats. When she saw Kate, her round face lit up, and she paused to wave. Her shoulder-length brown hair was tucked behind both ears. Kate’s smile broadened upon noticing Tara’s cheery red sweater with a reindeer on the front.
The little shop had been formerly known as the Candy Emporium, but when Tara had taken it over, she’d wanted to offer treats that appealed to most everyone. With the name change, she was able to offer some treats that were diet-friendly and others made with a wholesome goodness. If you wanted a snack, Tara would have something to suit your craving.
“Good morning,” Tara said. “Isn’t it a beautiful day?” She nodded toward the morning sun.
“It is. It’s going to be a great day.” Kate’s breath made a small cloud in the crisp morning air. “I can feel it in the air.”
Was that the truth? 
She wanted to believe Bayberry was on an upswing. She really did. After all, this was the season of hope. Her mother used to say not to trouble trouble until trouble troubled you. 
But trouble was here. The Bayberry Candle Company, after which the town was named, to honor its oldest and most popular candle, was in a bind.
Her family’s company was more than a hundred years old, and most of the factory’s equipment hadn’t been updated in Kate’s lifetime. These days, the old machines broke down regularly, slowing production. Just last week, the big conveyor belt system had stopped. They’d gotten it working again, but barely. The grinding sound was worrisome. They needed to replace it as soon as possible.
However, the bank had turned them down for a loan. They still owed for the new roofs on the office and the factory, as well as for some new computers.
But Kate had a plan. She’d been working on it for a while now. And it was going to work. She refused to believe anything else.
She continued along the cleared sidewalk, enjoying how the morning sunlight twinkled off the freshly fallen snow. It was as though the sidewalks were lined with millions of little diamonds. She remembered, as a child, walking along this same sidewalk with her parents and thinking this time of the year was magical. 
Even though Bayberry was the friendliest one-stoplight town, when the holidays rolled around, everyone smiled a little brighter and their steps were a little bouncier. Yes, it was definitely the most magical time of the year. That’s why Kate tried to believe everything would work out for her aunt’s candle company—the biggest employer in town.
Kate glanced over at the storefronts, enjoying how every business on Main Street decorated for the holidays. The Bayberry Candle Company had kept this town going through the Great Depression, wars, and every other hurdle. Because of this, everyone incorporated candles into their displays. Even the street lamps were designed to look like huge candles. If the candle company went under, people would have to move away for work. A frown pulled at her lips. The town would die.
She halted her pessimistic thoughts. That wouldn’t happen. Her aunt wouldn’t let that happen. And Kate was doing her part. No one knew that the local bank had turned down their loan. Her stomach knotted into a ball of tension. 
There were other banks, other loans. It would all work out. It had to.
In the meantime, they couldn’t let the bad news get out because, well, it was the holidays. And holidays were meant for cheer and good tidings. Not for people to worry about the future of the candle company. That could wait for the new year. And by then, maybe all would be right again.
Kate slowed as she neared the carved wooden sign with the silhouette of a coffee mug and the name Steaming Brew spelled out in bright green letters. Abby Clark owned the coffeehouse and had been one of Kate’s best friends since, well, since forever.
Kate eased open the glass door, causing the brass bell above her head to jingle. The coffeehouse was small, but what it lacked in space, it made up for in decorations. Abby had painted the off-white walls with mugs, to-go cups, teacups and saucers. Attention to detail really set them off, from the tiny pink flowers on the teacups to the tendrils of rising steam. Amongst the paintings, the word “coffee” was printed in various languages.
Her petite friend, with her trendy short spiked dark brown hair, was dressed in a purple tee shirt and black apron. She’d just finished filling a coffee mug. Abby handed it off to one of the residents of Bayberry, then smiled in Kate’s direction and waved her over. 
“Your usual? Or would you like to try something more festive?”
Kate inspected the chalkboard menu. She noticed that it had been rewritten with colored chalk: red, green and white. Holiday flavors had been added to the usual suspects. At the top, it said Merry Christmas. And in the corner of the board, Abby had drawn holly berries and leaves.
Though all of the seasonal flavors were tempting, Kate said, “I’m in the mood for the usual.”
“One of these days you might break out of your rut and want to liven things up with, say, a chai latte or maybe a hot chocolate.”
Kate wrinkled her nose. “For breakfast?”
“Okay. I was just checking. Go grab a table and I’ll join you. There’s a lull in business today. Maybe everyone’s decorating for the holidays.”
“Or figuring out what to get me for Christmas.” Kate sent her friend a teasing smile.
“Don’t you wish.” Abby grinned and shook her head.
Kate moved to their usual table. She wasn’t sure when it had become “their” table for their work day chit-chat, but it had become a routine. It was something she looked forward to each morning.
Abby made her way out from behind the counter and placed a purple coffee mug in front of Kate, who breathed in the aroma and exhaled a contented sigh.
“Go ahead,” Abby said. “I put an ice cube in it just the way you like.” She looked at Kate expectantly. 
Kate narrowed her gaze. “What are you up to?”
“Nothing. I just know you don’t talk much until you’ve had a healthy dose of caffeine.”
“And? What is it you want to know?”
Abby’s gaze moved to Kate’s untouched coffee as though she wasn’t going to say more until Kate had her first sip. Kate didn’t need much coaxing. She’d been anticipating this cup of coffee since she’d hit the shower.
She picked up the cup and took a sip, letting the perfectly flavored liquid roll over her tongue before she swallowed. She did have a coffee maker at home and one at the office, but neither made coffee that tasted this good.
“Okay. What’s going on?”
Abby worried her bottom lip. “You’d better take another drink.”
“That serious, huh?” She sent her friend a teasing smile, but when Abby didn’t return the smile, Kate’s heart sank. She hurriedly gulped the coffee. “Okay, tell me.”
“There’s a rumor going around Bayberry that…” Abby trailed off.
Kate couldn’t take Abby’s dragging this out any longer. If something was wrong, they all needed to pull together. It was the Bayberry way. And then she wondered if somehow news had leaked about the candle company’s financial woes.
“Abby, just say it. What’s wrong?”
“It’s been said the white candles for the Candlelight Dance are going to be red this year.”
“What?” It took Kate a second to compute what her friend was saying. There was nothing wrong?
Abby wore a mischievous grin. “That’s the gossip. You know how Bayberry loves its traditions. So, is it true? Are we going red this year?”
Kate’s gaze narrowed. “Are you serious?”
“Very serious. I heard it from Ester Holmes, who heard it from Mary Thompson, who heard it from—”
“Stop.” Kate held up a hand in defense. She knew just how long the gossip chain was in Bayberry. “I get the idea. And the answer is no.”
Abby made a big deal of sighing and leaning back in the wooden chair as if she’d been seriously worried. “The whole town will be so relieved to hear the news.”
Kate smiled and shook her head. It was always amazing what could get this small town of nine hundred and six residents excited. And then Kate mentally corrected herself. With the addition of Tucker and Jane Johnson’s son, born last night, the population was now nine hundred and seven.
She took a long drink of her cooling coffee. “Now that we’ve brought peace back to Bayberry, it’s time to move on to important matters.” She reached in her purse, pulled out a stack of coupons wrapped with a rubber band, and slid them across the table. “Here are the coupons for this weekend’s holiday warehouse sale. Would you mind putting them next to the register?”
“Like you have to ask.” Abby scooped them up. “You know I would do anything for you.” She looked them over. “Twenty-five percent off this year.”
“Yeah. It’s going to be a big sale.”
“With that discount, I can see folks flocking to it. I know I’ll be there. I’m out of votive candles and I could use some jar candles.”
“You know you don’t have to buy all of that just because we’re friends.”
“I’m not. Trust me. I love candles in the evening, especially when I kick back with some popcorn to watch holiday movies.”
“You’re right. You’re going to need a lot.” Kate took a long drink, finishing her coffee. She gathered her things. “I should be going. There’s a lot to do before the annual sale.” She got to her feet before turning to her friend. “Do you mind if I hang an announcement in the window?”
“Go for it. But I would suggest putting it on the door so everyone who comes in will see it.”
“Thanks. I will.”
Kate moved to the door to hang a poster on the inside of the door. She set her purse on the nearby table in order to withdraw a flyer and a roll of tape. Even though she was an accountant, she considered herself more of a jack-of-all-trades—pitching in where needed.
She tore off two pieces of tape and turned to the door. Just as she reached up to tape the flyer on the glass, the door swung open. Kate jerked back so quickly she lost her balance. She landed on her backside with an “Oompff.”
Heat swirled in her chest and rushed to her cheeks. Her gaze took in polished black dress shoes. Then navy dress pants, a black wool overcoat and then a strong jawline, straight nose and piercing blue eyes. Her heart skipped a beat.
She knew all the residents of this small town, and the handsome man staring down at her definitely wasn’t a local. “Welcome to Bayberry,” she managed.
“Uh…thanks.” There was something familiar about him, but she couldn’t place the face. He held out his hand to help her to her feet. “Sorry. I didn’t see you down there when I opened the door.”
She placed her hand in his warm embrace. Kate couldn’t help noticing the strength and ease with which he helped her to her feet. 
As she brushed off her backside, she took a closer look at the attractive stranger. He was tall, over six feet. And he had blondish-brown hair, cropped short on the sides with longer strands on top. The cut said he was serious most of the time, but there was a little room for fun—or at least she hoped so.
The rattle of coffee mugs jarred her out of her trance. Embarrassed, she averted her gaze to the paper in her hand.
Remembering the stack of coupons in her jacket pocket, she pulled one out and held it out to him. “If you’re staying in town this weekend, we’re having a huge sale.”
“Okay.” He didn’t even look at the coupon before stuffing it in his pocket. “Thanks. Excuse me.” 
She frowned as she moved aside, letting him make his way to the counter. What had him in such a rush? Her gaze followed him. There was definitely something familiar about him. But she didn’t know him, did she?
As she continued to stare at his back, “All I Want for Christmas is You” came on the local radio station. Maybe he’d attended one of their guided tours at the candle shop. Or maybe he’d attended one of their annual candle sales. That had to be it.
Jingle. Jingle.
Kate turned around in time to see three of Bayberry’s firefighters enter the shop. They each tipped their ball caps at her and exchanged greetings as they made their way to the counter.
She’d been so distracted by the handsome stranger that she’d forgotten to hand each of them a coupon. She resisted the urge to go after them. After all, there was a large stack of coupons on the counter and she was certain Abby would hand them out.
Kate taped the flyer to the door, grabbed her purse and exited the coffee shop. This promotion was sure to be a success and generate the income her family’s company needed for repairs. And come the New Year, Bayberry Candles would be in good shape. She had a good feeling about this.

      [image: image-placeholder]He’d been away a long time.
And from what Wes could remember little had changed.
Bayberry was still the same friendly small town he remembered.
Christmas music played in the background. The Steaming Brew appeared to be a new establishment. The inside was decked out for the holidays, from multi-colored twinkle lights to the miniature Christmas trees on each table. Maybe it was the fact he’d been working too long at Watson & Summers with its ban on all things holiday, but he could’ve done without all the decorations. The whole season was a big marketing scheme.
Even the coffeehouse’s chalkboard menu was decorated with holly and listed a bunch of holiday flavors. He opted for his usual tall black coffee. As he waited, he glanced toward the door, hoping to catch another glimpse of the woman who had been his junior high crush. 
Kate hadn’t recognized him, just as she hadn’t noticed him back in school. It hadn’t been her fault. Back then, he’d been too shy to say more than a word or two to her. Any time she’d been in his vicinity, his tongue had become stuck and his brain had refused to string two words together, much less a whole sentence.
With the passage of time, she’d only become more beautiful. He wondered if she was married. He could easily imagine she would have her pick of the men in Bayberry. For all he knew, she could have little ones waiting for her at home.
He wanted a family someday, but not while he was still climbing the corporate ladder. He needed to focus all of his attention on his career.
After all, Mr. Summers had practically promised him the promotion if he came to Bayberry and took on this new account. Wes had suspected there was something fishy when the business just happened to be the one owned by his mother’s friend—the one she’d called him about. He still wasn’t certain about Mr. Summers’ angle, but it would become clear soon enough.
“Here you go.” The young woman behind the counter smiled brightly as she handed over a green to-go cup. Her name tag read Abby. “Can I get you anything else? We have some fresh donuts.”
“This is good. Thank you. How much do I owe you?”
Wes paid for his coffee and Abby handed him yet another coupon for the Bayberry Candle sale. He headed out through the coffee shop door and down the sidewalk. Because he’d forgotten to pack his toothbrush, he decided a stop at the Feel Better Pharmacy was in order. He vaguely remembered going there as a kid on his mother’s Saturday morning shopping trips. Sure enough, there was the big red neon sign, still hanging in the window.
He opened the door and came to an abrupt halt. There stood Kate.
“Oops. Sorry.” She smiled at him. Not just any smile, but a big beautiful one that warmed everything around her, including him. “It looks like we keep running into each other.” She held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Kate.”
His pulse picked up its pace as his mouth suddenly grew dry. Just treat her like she’s a client. Be professional. Junior high was a long time ago.
He took her hand as his gaze met hers. He cleared his throat. “Nice to meet you. I’m Wesley. Wesley Adams. But only my mother calls me that.” Stop rambling. “My friends call me Wes.”
Her eyes twinkled when she smiled at him. “May I call you Wes, then?”
It took him a second to realize she’d asked him a question. After all these years, this woman still had the ability to turn his usually analytical mind into a jumbled mess.
Wes shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Yes. Yes, you can.”
“Are you visiting someone in town?”
He shook his head. “I’m here for work.”
“Oh. Okay.” She reached in her jacket pocket and pulled out a small slip of paper. “If you’re still in town this weekend, we’re having a big sale—the biggest of the year. Maybe you could stop by and pick up a Christmas present…or two.”
He decided not to point out that she’d previously given him one at the coffee shop. It was simpler to just take it.
“Well, it was nice to meet you.” She bestowed another dazzling smile on him. “Maybe we’ll meet again soon.”
“It was nice to meet you, too.” But there was nowhere for him to go because she was once again blocking the doorway. “I, um, just need to grab a toothbrush.”
“Oh.” Her cheeks bloomed a delicate shade of pink. “Sorry. I’m in the way.”
She moved to the side, but the entrance to the store was a tight squeeze. He made it past her, but not before catching the softest whiff of lavender. He couldn’t resist inhaling deeply as she moved away.
He wondered how many more times they would bump into each other before he left town. Considering she was handing out Bayberry Candle Company coupons and posting flyers, he was pretty certain he hadn’t seen the last of her.






  
  Chapter Two


They really needed to talk. 
Her aunt had been far too quiet lately.
As evening settled over Bayberry, Kate sensed something was afoot. She didn’t know what her aunt planned to do about the problems at the candle company. Maybe Aunt Penney was hoping their end-of-year sale would be enough to get them through this rough patch. Kate sure hoped so.
“Aunt Penney,” Kate called as she let herself into her aunt’s house. The place was quiet. “Aunt Penney, are you here?”
“In the kitchen, dear.”
Kate followed the voice to the large kitchen with its gas range, generous counter space, and double oven, where her aunt loved to cook and bake in equal portions. Her aunt pulled a tray of muffins from the top oven and placed it on a wire rack to cool.
Aunt Penney’s salt and pepper hair was kept short. Every strand was in place. She’d worn the same straight hairstyle as far back as Kate could remember. Just as the same red-and-white gingham curtains hung by the kitchen windows and a cherry-red tea kettle sat on the stove.
Aunt Penney smiled when her gaze landed on Kate. “You’re just in time.”
Kate inhaled deeply as she took a seat at the island. “Mm…smells great.”
“Let’s just hope they taste as good as they smell. This is a new recipe I’m trying. Banana and pecan muffins.”
“If they taste half as good as they smell, you don’t have a thing to worry about.” It was well known that Aunt Penney was one of the best cooks in Bayberry.
“Thank you, dear.” Her smiling face radiated her happiness.
“I baked another batch of muffins and dropped them over at Ester Holmes’s. She’s been feeling under the weather lately, but that doesn’t keep her from gossiping.” Aunt Penney shook her head. “That woman can talk a blue streak. I was there forever.”
“Let me guess, you made your famous blueberry and cream cheese muffins.”
“Of course. And I made sure to add the streusel topping you love. Those muffins are the best cure for what ails you.”
Kate smiled. She’d heard that saying over the years, ever since her parents passed away and she’d moved to Bayberry to live with her aunt. She’d been in junior high when she’d first moved to town. It had been the worst and the best time of her life. Everyone at school had wanted to befriend her, which was exactly the opposite of what she’d expected. Coming to Bayberry had actually felt like coming home—her great-great grandparents had been the founders of the town.
Aunt Penney turned to the counter and grabbed a muffin. “I made sure to save you a blueberry muffin.”
“You did?” She accepted the muffin and peeled off the paper liner. Kate took a bite of the muffin and moaned her approval. “They get better each time you bake them. You really are the best. The fact that you bake the most amazing muffins is just a bonus.”
“Thank you.” Color infused her aunt’s cheeks. “I love you too, dear.”
Aunt Penney started to clean off the few dishes in the sink. Sometimes Kate worried about her aunt. She’d never married, but part of that was Kate’s fault. When her aunt became an overnight parent, she’d devoted every spare moment to being there for all of her niece’s activities. Aunt Penney had headed up the PTA, run bake sales and even traveled with Kate’s high school volleyball team as a chaperone. All the while, she’d managed the candle company. How she’d done it all still amazed Kate.
“So how was your day?” Aunt Penney asked as she hand-washed a large mixing bowl.
“It was good. Although handing out coupons and hanging flyers took all day. You know how it goes. A hello here and a how-are-you there. It adds up. And then Harry Green’s pig got loose.”
Aunt Penney laughed. “Buttercup gets more exercise than Harry. She’s always getting loose.”
“I don’t know. You didn’t see Harry today.” Kate laughed as she pictured the older farmer in his boots and overalls chasing a squealing Buttercup down the street. “I didn’t know he could run that fast. All of Main Street came to a halt as everyone waited to see who would win the race.”
“Let me guess, it was Buttercup by a length.”
Kate nodded. “And then some. Harry was already out of breath as he ran past the pharmacy. Then they turned the corner and I lost track of them. Someone mentioned later that Buttercup circled back home. She probably worked up an appetite.”
“Poor Harry. I’m sorry I missed it.” They both chuckled.
As she took another bite, Kate recalled Santa and his cryptic message. “Do you know who’s working the red kettle today?”
“It’s supposed to be Sam Hansen. Why?”
Sam was tall and lanky. He had to be well over six feet tall, but this morning’s Santa had been much shorter, and his cheeks had been quite plump.
“Because I ran into Santa this morning. When I dropped some change in the kettle, he gave me the most cryptic message. But it wasn’t Sam.”
Her aunt’s face creased with lines. “You said you saw Santa this morning?” When Kate nodded, her mouth full of the delicious muffin, Aunt Penney said, “But Sam wasn’t scheduled to work the kettle until late in the afternoon. We don’t have anyone in the mornings. And only Fred has a Santa suit. It definitely wasn’t him, because I spoke to him, and he was at the warehouse.”
“Really?” That was odd. Very odd. And then Kate told her aunt what Santa had said to her.
Aunt Penney shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you, but I must say I’m intrigued.”
“Intrigued? I highly doubt he even knows who I am, much less what my future holds.”
A teasing smile came over Aunt Penney’s face. “You never know. It might have been old St. Nick himself.”
Kate shook her head indulgently. “And I ran into another stranger in town.”
Aunt Penney turned, curiosity written all over her face. “Do tell.”
“It’s no big deal.” Although in a town this small, a new face stood out. “I literally bumped into him twice in a matter of a few minutes. There was something familiar about him, but I couldn’t put my finger on where I knew him from. Maybe he just looks like someone I know, or maybe we met once. I know it’ll eventually come to me.”
“You’re that curious about a stranger?” Aunt Penney picked up a dish towel to dry the bowl.
“It’s not like that,” Kate said, even though she wasn’t sure she believed her own words. “Besides, I’m sure he’ll be moving on quickly.”
“You’re so sure of that? What if he finds he likes it here in Bayberry and decides to stay?”
Kate wasn’t going to play her aunt’s games. “Then I definitely wouldn’t be interested.”
“Ah, yes, your rule about not dating Bayberry residents.”
She shouldn’t have said anything. Kate finished the muffin. Aunt Penney was always encouraging her to date this person or that person. Kate did date, but it was never anyone from Bayberry. The town was just too small to get involved with someone and have it go wrong.
After all, there was only one grocery store, one pharmacy, one movie theatre. There was one of just about everything. Running into people you knew was a fact of life in Bayberry. She didn’t want to ruin the comfort and ease she felt around town.
“It’s a good rule.” Kate crinkled up the muffin liner. “It keeps things uncomplicated.”
“Uh-huh. And it means you spend a lot of Friday nights at home curled up with a book.”
Kate shrugged. “I like to read.”
“I know. But you’re young. You have your whole life ahead of you. You need to do more than work and read.”
“I do. I was just out visiting with everyone in town today.”
“Because you were passing out flyers about the sale. To my way of thinking, that’s work.”
“But fun work.”
“Listen Kate, I’ve been meaning to talk to you—”
Deck the halls…
Kate’s ringtone sounded. She withdrew her phone from her pocket, checked the caller ID, and then looked apologetically at her aunt. “I’m sorry. I need to get this.”
“No problem.”
Kate had been waiting to hear from Carrie. She and her friends were having trouble getting their schedules lined up in order to plan the Candlelight Dance—Bayberry’s biggest event of the year.
Kate pressed the phone to her ear
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