
  
    [image: An African-American couple walking a small dog through the snow.]
  


  
    
      A Hot Cocoa Christmas

      A Granite Falls Christmas Special

    

    
      
        Ana E Ross

      

    

    
      Cedar Trees Publishers

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Ana E Ross

      All rights reserved.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About This Book

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

        Rerouted

      

      
        Chapter 2

        Cranberry Crisis

      

      
        Chapter 3

        L’Antra Lounge

      

      
        Chapter 4

        Hot Cocoa Kisses

      

      
        Chapter 5

        Candy Cane Confessions

      

      
        Chapter 6

        Breakfast and Baubles

      

      
        Chapter 7

        Poplar Square

      

      
        Chapter 8

        Juniper Park

      

      
        Chapter 9

        Sleigh Bells Ringing

      

      
        Chapter 10

        Ribbon Run

      

      
        Chapter 11

        A LaCrosse Christmas Soiree

      

      
        Chapter 12

        Forever With You

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        
          Her Christmas Detour: A Granite Falls Christmas Special

        

        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

      
        
          Rock Steady With Me

        

        
          
            Chapter One

            Queen of the Caribbees

          

        

      

      
        
          The Doctor’s Secret Bride

        

        
          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Books by Ana E Ross

      

      
        Newsletter & Contact

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      It's six nights before Christmas, and Zuri Harris is in Granite Falls for a week of world-class skiing, shopping, and fine dining with her three best friends. But when a chance encounter at Hotel Andreas leads to an unforgettable night with Kyree Johnson––a man as smooth, dark, and rich as the finest hot chocolate––she finds herself swept up by the magic of the town, and discovering what it truly means to love and be loved.

      With a holiday mishap and a cast of recurring characters, A Hot Cocoa Christmas is just what you need to warm you on a winter's night. Spend a week in Granite Falls, a winter wonderland where happily-ever-after is the only acceptable climax…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Rerouted

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thursday, December 19th

      

      

      Kyree Johnson eased his twelve-year-old, silver Toyota Camry to a stop behind a line of luxury SUVs and sedans outside Hotel Andreas, an elegant stone, steel, and glass structure decorated for the season with lights, elaborate red ribbons, and festive wreaths. He drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, waiting as guests poured in and out of the vehicles ahead of him––children bundled in puffy coats, parents juggling shopping bags, college students with skis and snowboards, and couples dressed for dinner. The Doorman greeted everyone who passed through the revolving doors with a wide, welcoming smile, while the Bell Attendant directed bellhops and valets in a well-choreographed dance.

       As he watched a party emerge from several town cars ahead––in polished shoes, tailored suits, and beautiful dresses—Kyree suddenly felt underdressed and completely out of place in his black sweatpants and grey Princeton hoodie.

      In fairness, he hadn’t planned on staying at Hotel Andreas tonight––or any other night. As a kid with humble beginnings from North Philly, Kyree had only ever dreamed of setting foot inside a hotel like this one. Now, at twenty-six, and with a high paying job as a robotics engineer for New Blue Horizon—a Boston-based, eco-conscious marine research institute––he might be able to swing for a night or two in one of their standard rooms. But the Rose Premier Suite? Not a chance.

      Luckily for him, tonight’s stay was on Michelle.

      Kyree drew his lips in and thought back to the day his family met Michelle LaCrosse and her brother, Robert Carter––the children of his grandfather’s long–lost half-sister, Violet. The two families had come together in a tearful reunion in Philadelphia four years ago and had since developed a strong bond. Moving to Boston for work had put him in proximity to Robert, who lived in Manchester-by-the-Sea with his wife Yasmine and their children. And Michelle. God, Michelle was something else. Fierce and funny, living a beautifully chaotic life with her husband, Erik, and their crew of kids.

      Kyree had visited her a handful of times at their Granite Falls home—a sprawling estate on Mount Reservoir that overlooked the town––and he loved when his little cousins called him “Uncle Ky.”

      He should have been with them by now, but an hour ago, while driving up Route 93, Michelle had called, her voice tight, explaining that something had happened, that Erik was having a meltdown, and that it would be best for everyone if he stayed elsewhere tonight.

      “I already told them to expect you at our suite. I’ll text you in the morning when things calm down,” she’d said before quickly ending the call as Erik erupted in the background.

      He’d wanted to ask what was wrong, to offer help, but the sheer exhaustion in her voice had stopped him. Whatever was happening, Michelle needed time and space to deal with it. In the meantime, he would fully enjoy his all-expenses-paid night in one of the most prestigious hotels in the world.

      It would be the second time he’d have the pleasure of staying in the LaCrosse’s private, four-bedroom suite with a breathtaking view of the White Mountains as a backdrop. He and his family had stay once before, during their first visit to Granite Falls. They’d all been blown away by the opulence and grandeur that had greeted them when they’d walked into the living room, furnished with light grey sofas and upholstered chairs, brushed gold lamps, and heavy taupe drapes drawn across expansive windows, and an adjacent dining room that could host sixteen guests at its massive, live-edge walnut table.

      As grateful as he was to spend the night in such luxury again, Kyree wished he was in Saint Lucia right now with his parents and siblings, feeling sand between his toes, eating the fresh, tropical fruits of his labor, and soaking up the Caribbean sun instead of watching snow pile up on his hood.

      He could picture his parents now––both relaxing on beach chairs, his mom sipping something with an umbrella in it, and his dad beside her, fast asleep. His younger brother, Dequan, was probably snorkeling close to shore, and his sister Aaliyah, curled up in the shade with the latest viral book about social justice issues.

      Kyree exhaled slowly and lifted his gaze to the rearview mirror. Dark-brown eyes, lightly shadowed by fatigue from working overtime all week, stared back at him from beneath thick eyebrows. He pushed back his hoodie, revealing his freshly cut, textured black hair, and a sharp jawline, covered by a neatly trimmed beard––a face so close to his father’s that looking at his reflection sometimes felt like looking at Dwayne Johnson himself.

      Since he couldn’t or—more accurately—wouldn’t be with his family in Saint Lucia for Christmas, a week in Granite Falls with his cousin and her family was the perfect alternative.

      The Lexus ahead of him pulled forward, and Kyree followed, finally reaching the luxury hotel’s glass portico. As a valet with a slight build and a bushy red beard approached, he popped his trunk and stepped out of the car into a blast of cold, biting air. Kyree tightened his wool scarf as a uniformed bellhop retrieved his duffle and two large shopping bags from his trunk and set them onto a brass trolley.

      “I’m sorry about the wait, sir,” the valet said, stopping next to Kyree, a puff of white air accompanying his words.

      “Is it always like this, Charlie?” he asked, reading the gold name tag on the valet’s bright red parka.

      “It is. The last two weeks of the year are always crazy.” He handed Kyree a ticket. “If you would please follow John into the lobby,” he added, sliding behind the wheel of Kyree’s Camry.

      Kyree put the ticket into his coat pocket, walked around his car, and followed the bellhop to the entrance, his tobacco leather boots crunching on the salt-dusted pavement.

      The moment he stepped inside, warmth and opulence enveloped him. The lobby, with its polished marble floor, soared three stories high. A twenty-foot Christmas tree dominated the space, covered in white lights and gold ornaments that sparkled beneath the chandeliers. Stone accent walls rose alongside floor-to-ceiling windows, while columns wrapped in evergreen garland and gold velvet ribbons, and a vaulted ceiling completed the grand scale of the lobby.

      The atmosphere was just as busy inside as it was out in the near-freezing New Hampshire night, Kyree thought, trailing behind John toward the reception desk––a stunning, fifteen-foot-long expanse of white marble with gold veining. Behind the counter, backlit panels of tinted glass created a soft amber glow. He approached an available receptionist who looked about forty, with kind, expectant eyes.

      “Welcome to Hotel Andreas.” Her smile was practiced but warm. “My name is Miranda and I’ll be taking care of you this evening. May I have your name, please?” Her pink manicured fingers hovered over the slim brushed-metal keyboard on her desk.

      He rested one hand lightly on the cool marble. “I’m Kyree, but the reservation should be under Michelle LaCrosse.”

       “Oh! Mr. Johnson, welcome!”

      Kyree hid his amusement at the way Miranda’s eyes widened and her tone grew even more obliging at the mention of Michelle, though he was already used to people’s deferential responses when her husband’s family name was mentioned.

      “Mrs. LaCrosse phoned to let us know you’d be joining us for the night. Let me just check with housekeeping to confirm the suite is ready for you. One moment, please.”

      As she made her call, he slipped one hand into his pocket and surveyed the bustling lobby. Guests filtered back and forth through archways, while others clustered on leather sofas arranged in intimate groupings––talking, reading, sipping wine or hot beverages, or snacking on roasted nuts as traditional Christmas music played.

      A family of five, donning beautiful, shimmering sarees and silk kurtas stood at the elevator bank, while unwrapping the homemade after-dinner mints he knew the hotel’s award-winning restaurant handed out at the end of each meal. Just then, the elevator chimed, the doors opened, and…

      Kyree’s jaw went slack when a woman stepped out––confident and elegant––like she owned the place. She was stunning, with smooth, brown skin glowing, and long box braids swaying with each graceful step as she strode across the lobby. His heart raced as his eyes swept over the subtle curve of her breasts beneath her brown sweater and the enticing sway of her hips in loose, tailored pants. She was energy in motion––pure and vibrant.

      Primal heat ripple through his lower belly, his gaze locked on her until she disappeared behind one of the columns, lost in a sea of strange faces.

      Damn, she’s fine. It had been too long since he’d been with a woman, he thought, willing his libido to calm down.

      Since things with Sabrina, his college girlfriend, ended last summer, he’d been dating less and less. Between the demands of his job and his responsibilities to his family, Kyree didn’t have time to waste on relationships he knew could not weather the storms.

      If he were honest with himself, he knew that neither Lauren, his high school sweetheart, nor Sabrina––or any of the other women he’d casually dated over the years––were “the one”, not even when they were at their best.

      At just sixteen, neither he nor Lauren knew what they were doing. But there was a time when he’d thought that he and Sabrina had what it took to go all the way. In the end, a job offer in San Diego had been a blessing, giving her the perfect excuse to finally end their stalled relationship.

      “You’re all set, Mr. Johnson.”

      Exhaling a trembling breath, he cleared the lump in his throat, and returned his attention to Miranda. “Great, thanks so much.”

      “Your suite is on the fifth floor with a beautiful view of the Presidential Range. John will accompany you up with your luggage. We hope you enjoy your stay.”

      “Thanks again, Miranda. You have a good evening.” Kyree took the envelope she presented and followed John toward the bank of elevators.

      As they waited, he took another quick glance around the lobby, looking for any sign of the woman who’d so effortlessly captured his attention just a few moments ago. He may not have known what he was doing with Lauren or Sabrina, but he knew exactly what he would do with her if given the chance. But as the elevator arrived and he took own last look at the constant flow of faces, Kyree realized that seeing her again would take a Christmas miracle.
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          Cranberry Crisis

        

      

    

    
      Zuri Harris tapped the speaker button on her phone, set it on the edge of her bed in her room at Hotel Andreas, and sank down beside it on the white cotton duvet. “Mom?” she called. It was six days before Christmas, and right now, Simone Harris was braving the Connecticut winter weather to tackle the holiday shopping. She wiggled her feet into her brand new, red Louboutins and listened to the commotion of the supermarket––the only sound coming through the speaker. “Mom? Are you there?”

      When there was still no response, Zuri sighed, stood, and crossed the room to the bureau. She picked up her gold-leaf earrings and checked the digital clock on the nightstand between the two queen-size beds. It was 9:17 p.m., and she was late meeting her friends downstairs for a party at L’Antra, the hotel’s exclusive, upscale lounge.

      It was her own fault, Zuri thought, fastening her earrings, and spritzing her warm vanilla eau du parfum on her wrists and neck. Every Christmas Eve, she made a different pie for her family, and before leaving her parent’s house yesterday, she’d forgotten to give her mom the ingredient list for this year’s cranberry cheesecake crumb pie. She’d been in the middle of getting ready, when her mom had called from the crowded supermarket, asking for the recipe.

      “Mom?” Zuri called again, checking her reflection in the mirror. Her makeup was flawless—burgundy lipstick emphasizing her full, wide mouth, champagne eyeshadow making her expressive dark brown eyes pop beneath perfectly arched brows, and a hint of blush accentuating her high cheekbones. Feeling beautiful and ready for whatever the night had in store, she picked up her lipstick, powder compact, breath mints, and room key from the bureau, and arranged them all inside her beaded gold purse.

      “Hello! Mom!”

      “What, Zuri?” her mother snapped.

      “I was just asking if you have everything you need. Can I go now? I need to meet––”

      “Darnell! Kim! Hi! How are you two settling into the house? You know, I’ve been meaning to call you about…”

      Zuri groaned as her mother’s attention was taken by a newlywed couple who’d bought one of the most difficult-to-sell listings her mom had had in years: a Tudor-style-one-bedroom in dire need of a complete overhaul, set on twenty acres of expertly designed private parkland. The catch was that no one with the pockets to match the property’s price tag wanted a fixer-upper listed with Connecticut’s protected historical buildings registry. But Simone––founder of her own multi-million-dollar real estate agency and the number one realtor in the state—had found a young, tech-money couple with dreams of opening a community farm and natural crafts “shoppe”. It had been a match made in heaven, and her mom had closed the deal with one hand tied behind her back.

      As she listened to Darnell and Kim’s plans to convert half of their manicured parkland into farmland, Zuri grabbed her watch and her favorite gold bangle bracelet from the nightstand, and carried them over to the full-length mirror next to the step-in closet. She pushed up the sleeves of her cashmere camel sweater, slid on her accessories, and gave her appearance one last check. Her tailored, wide-leg camel slacks hung perfectly, and her over-sized sweater gave her the sophisticated, elegant look she often favored. Her cocoa brown skin was radiant against the warm tones, and her fresh, long braids drew attention to the graceful length of her neck.

      “Zuri? Honey are you still there?”

      Zuri collected her purse and her phone from the bed and headed toward the door. “Yes, Mom, I’m here.”

      “I’m so sorry about that, honey. Yes, I think so. I may have to go to A1-Market for the pecans, but I think I can find everything else here.”

      “Okay, but don’t worry about the pecans if you can’t find them.” She paused at the door. “I think I saw a pack of walnuts in the pantry before I left.”

      “I’ll get the pecans, Zuri. You’ll have everything you need for your pie. Now you go have fun with the girls. Give them my best. I love you.”

      “Love you, too, Mama. I’ll see you in a few days.” Zuri ended the call, hurried out the door and down the hallway.

      She pushed the call button for the elevators, dropped her phone into her purse, and pulled out her lipstick. Turning to the mirror on the opposite wall, she touched up her lips, and admired herself, feeling alluring and sexy––something she hadn’t felt in years. Probably not since before she met Bryan, her ex-fiancé, she thought, putting her lipstick away.

      The thought of him crept in uninvited. It had been a somewhat immature college relationship, and the engagement had been premature—painfully so in hindsight. They’d met during their sophomore year of college and had only been together for a year and a half before Bryan Payton Jr. got down on one knee, and proposed in front of his entire extended family during his grandmother’s seventy-fifth birthday celebration. Zuri had been thoroughly unnerved by the melodramatic gesture, complete with a twelve-by-twelve-foot wall of roses, a fog machine, and a two-carat Harry Winston diamond engagement ring.

      She wondered if he’d considered her personality at all––her love of quiet, intimate moments, her tendency to shy away from the spotlight––while planning the grand proposal. Yet, she had cried, and gushed, and said ‘Yes’, nonetheless. On paper, Bryan was everything she thought she wanted: good-looking, intelligent, ambitious, and from an affluent Black family––financially secure and groomed to take over his parents’ one-hundred-fifty-year-old insurance company.

      At twenty-four years old, Zuri had always imagined herself in her mother’s shoes, and on the arm of a successful man like her father, Neil––President of the Monarch Trust and Holdings Bank. However, when she’d said yes to Bryan, Zuri hadn’t considered that beyond privilege and success, her parents were also bound together by a love that could weather any storm.

      She and Bryan had decided to wait until after graduation to plan their wedding, but that day had come and gone, and Zuri hadn’t been able to bring herself to set a date. She’d cringed every time someone pressed her on the issue, or asked about her dress, colors, theme, or bridesmaids. Anything wedding-related made her want to run for the hills. By the end of that summer, Zuri had realized that “looks good on paper” wasn’t going to be good enough for her, and that she wanted the kind of love that had kept her parents happily married for thirty-four years.

      Once she learned that excitement, passion, and spark were the key ingredients missing from her relationship with Bryan, she was finally able to admit the truth to herself: she didn’t love him and she didn’t want to marry him. She just wanted to break free of the box she’d put herself into.

      An elevator finally arrived, and chaos poured out: two parents with four young kids clamoring for their attention. One was crying and wanted to be picked up; another was whining that he was “still hungrrryyyyyy”; the third, focused on a handheld wooden puzzle, was oblivious to the fact that she had turned in the wrong direction off the elevator until a tug on the leash attached to her red backpack caught her attention; and the youngest, in his mother’s arms, was grasping at her shirt with his little hands, demanding to be let into the milk bar.

      Zuri quickly used her hand to keep the doors from closing as the father, the last one to step off, peeked around the pile of wrapped gift boxes he carried to make sure he wasn’t stepping on anyone or anything, while the mother flashed her a bright smile and a breathy, “Kids.” Subtext: Would you like one?

      Zuri chuckled at the sweet scene and stepped into the elevator. She hit the button for the lobby and leaned against the handrail, and reflected on how much she had grown in the two and a half years since she’d ended her engagement––how she’d thrown out her immature, superficial notions about love and marriage.

      But, it wasn’t until two months ago at a Halloween party in Bushwick, surrounded by friends and playful lovers in their clever couples-costumes, that Zuri realized she was still embodying the stripped-down, meek version of herself she’d created to fit into Bryan’s old-money world––the one she thought she’d wanted to be part of. By the time she’d walked the four blocks from the party to her apartment that night, Zuri had started a new group chat, and within minutes was deep in conversation with her three best girlfriends––Soleil Stancliffe, Avery Collins, and Thao
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