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I opened the door to Sugarplum Cuts and stepped inside, gently guiding Sophie with my hand on her back. I could tell that she was nervous—hell, so was I. The salon was busy with almost all of the twelve seats filled with women getting their hair cut, colored, or styled. 

I looked down at my niece, noticing the way she pulled her long sleeves over her hands and hid her face behind them. Her long blonde hair was a tangled mess that I'd been fighting with for over an hour, and I was at my wit's end. It was just one of several battles I’d lost over the past few weeks.

Christmas carols floated in the air around us as twinkling lights offered a soft ambiance, making it feel warm and cozy inside. A sugar cookie scented candle was burning at the reception desk, along with an elaborately decorated gingerbread house. But that was nothing compared to the plush tree decorated in the back of the salon or the beautiful paintings on the floor-to-ceiling windows with festive holiday scenes that Sophie was admiring. 

"Can I help you?" A woman asked, walking up to the desk to greet us. She had the same uniform as the other employees, a pair of black dress pants and a white button-down shirt with a name tag that said, Emily. 

She was slightly older than the other hair stylists, but her smile was warm and friendly, which immediately put me at ease. While the other stylists looked to be in their early twenties and sported vibrant colored hair, Emily wore hers in a short cut that barely brushed the back of her neck but had longer strands in front that were tucked behind her ear and swept across her forehead. I couldn’t peg how old she was, but something about her made me think she was closer to my age than she was to her coworkers.  

"Yes," I said softly, squeezing Sophie's shoulder reassuringly. I tried to focus on why we were there and not get lost in her emerald green eyes that made the Christmas tree look dim in comparison. "We seem to be having an issue with some tangles, and I’m completely lost on what to do. I was hoping someone might be able to help us."

Emily's eyes met mine, then she looked down at Sophie. Her face immediately softened as if she could somehow see the pain and grief etched on this sweet girl's face. She came around the corner and squatted in front of her.

"Hi, sweetie, what's your name?"

"Sophie," she whispered quietly. 

"What a beautiful name for such a beautiful girl."

I felt my heart expand at how well she was handling her. I hadn't been a parent—it was still hard to think of myself that way—for long, but I was already protective over her, just as my sister had been. Hell, in the forty-two years I’d graced the Earth, I’d never had this level of responsibility in my life, and it was something that I didn’t take lightly. 

When I got the call a few weeks ago that my sister had been in an accident, my world stopped. I spent days in the hospital with her, waiting for her to pull through, but she never did. Aside from her daughter, I was the only family my sister had left, so it didn't surprise me that she'd named me the guardian for Sophie. Her father left the moment he found out he was going to be a dad, leaving my sister a single mom for the past five years.

"Do you want to come with me, and we can take a look at these naughty tangles?" Emily asked, extending her hand out. 

Sophie looked up at me, and I nodded. She had been through so much in such a short period of time that I hated how uncertain she was about everything. She used to be the most confident kid who loved to be the center of attention, but now she chose to hide in the shadows in a world she no longer understood.

Emily helped Sophie into a chair by the sink and leaned over, taking in the mess she was about to work with.

"I’m really sorry,” I said, clearing my throat of all the emotion that was building inside. I wasn’t a soft guy, and emotion of any sort made me incredibly uncomfortable. “I’m very new to this and don’t quite know what I’m doing yet.”

“It’s okay, we’ll all learn together.” She smiled a genuine smile that lit up her eyes and wrinkled the skin around them. “If you want to have a seat, be my guest.” She nodded to the empty chair across from us. 

I sat down and watched as her thin fingers softly moved through my niece’s hair, earning her trust with each touch.

“Her hair is thick and a little coarse, so you’ll want to start using a leave-in conditioner after washing her hair. It’ll help manage the tangles and make them easier to comb through.”

“Okay,” I nodded and opened my phone to add another note to the list of things I was suddenly responsible for. 

“Sophie, would it be okay if I washed your hair, so I can work on getting the tangles out? Then once that’s done, we can pick a fun hairdo before you go.”

She nodded and chewed her sleeve. 

I relaxed the best I could in the chair and watched as Emily showed her the sink and let her feel the water before having her lean back so she could wash her hair. She was amazing with kids, and I felt even more insecure about my ability to raise one now. It was like she was a natural, and I couldn’t even figure out the basics. 

Once they washed her hair, Emily wrapped it in a fluffy towel and led her to another chair, where she began applying more stuff to her hair. 

“You can use any leave-in conditioner you want, but I really like this one,” she said, showing me the container she was using. “They sell it up front, but you can also get it at most drugstores for like a fraction of the price—but don’t tell them I said that.” She looked over her shoulder to make sure no one had heard. 

“Thanks,” I smiled. “I’ll go ahead and grab some before I leave. I don’t trust myself to remember the right one later.”

I shoved my hands into my pockets and leaned against the post that separated her station from the next. We hadn’t been there that long, but the majority of the seats were now empty. It had gotten quiet without all of the chatter. I glanced at my watch, checking the time. It was almost seven, and I imagined they were getting ready to close soon.

Emily worked diligently on combing through Sophie’s hair, and I was in awe of how easily the tangles started to disappear. Once she had her hair tangle-free, she looked in the mirror and caught Sophie’s eyes.

“Would you like me to do your hair for you?”

Sophie looked nervously at me. 

“It’s free of charge,” Emily assured, finding my eyes in the mirror as she spoke. 

“Thank you, that’s not an issue.” I turned my attention to Sophie and noticed the tears in her eyes. “Would you like her to do your hair?”

She nodded, and the tears fell harder.

Emily glanced at me, unsure of what to do.

I leaned in close and whispered so only she could hear me. 

“Her mom passed away unexpectedly a week ago. She used to do her hair for her, and they had this special braid that I don’t know how to do.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said softly, then walked around and leaned against the counter so she could see Sophie. “If you can tell me what the braid looked like that your mommy used to do, I’m sure I can do it for you.”

“I don’t know what it’s called,” Sophie whimpered, wiping her tear-stained cheeks. 

“What if I showed you pictures? We can look through them and see if any of them look familiar.”

Sophie nodded and squirmed in her chair. 

I pulled up my calendar on my phone and looked at my schedule for the next few weeks. I had meetings piled up through Christmas, none of which would be easy to get out of. But I also knew that I needed someone to help teach me the ropes with doing Sophie’s hair, and if that meant that I needed to schedule daily appointments with Emily, that’s exactly what I would do. Sophie had been through enough already, and if I could make her life even a fraction of a bit better by having someone do her hair the way her mom used to, I would drop everything to make it happen.

They looked through a handful of images on Emily’s phone until suddenly Sophie gasped and pointed to one. 

“A fishtail! That’s my favorite braid to do!” Emily gushed excitedly and smiled brightly at Sophie. 

For the first time in days, I watched the smile spread across Sophie’s face as Emily started pulling strands of hair together and braiding it. 

Once she was done, she handed Sophie a handheld mirror so she could see the braid. She was still beaming, touching it gently with her fingers. 

“Thank you,” she said, jumping out of the chair and wrapping her arms around Emily’s waist.

“It was my pleasure.”

I looked around and noticed that everyone else had already left.

“I’m sorry we kept you late,” I apologized as we walked to the front so I could pay. I pulled out my wallet and handed her my card, not worried about what it cost. 

“It’s not a problem,” she assured me with a smile, then handed me the credit card receipt to sign. 

I noticed that she had only charged for a basic wash and nothing else. I wanted to argue with her and ask her to run it again, but I’d already kept her long enough, so I kept my mouth shut and gave her a large tip for a $7 wash and bottle of leave-in conditioner. 

When I passed the receipt back to her, she tucked it to the side and came around to walk us out. 

“Oh, before we go, I was wondering if it would be alright if I scheduled a few appointments for the next few weeks until I get the hang of doing her hair.”

“Sure, let’s see what’s available.”

She grabbed an appointment book and pulled it out, thumbing to next week. It looked like they were open seven days a week, but there was no need for me to come back tomorrow. Monday would be the earliest, which would also be difficult given it would be my first day back to work after losing my sister. 

“We have a handful of spots open, do you want morning, afternoon, or evening?” She looked up at me and waited.

“I was hoping that we might be able to see you again, and evening if possible. I don’t want to keep you late again, but I’ll take whatever the latest appointment you have that still gets you out on time.”

She smiled and ran her finger down the page to her name. “I tend to take most of the walk-ins and don’t really do appointments.”

“Oh.” I frowned and let my shoulders fall. 

“I’m happy to schedule them for you,” she laughed lightly. “I just meant that I’m pretty much free all the time because I don’t take a lot of clients that come back to me. It’s easier for me to do the walk-ins and let the other girls take the regulars.”

“If you’re sure you don’t mind, I would love to schedule with you. I want someone Sophie will be comfortable with, and you already know what braid she likes.”

She smiled again, and I felt like I couldn’t get enough of it. 

“Okay, well, I can do anytime next week. The latest would be six, as I have to get out of here by seven.”

“Perfect. If you want to put us down for six every day next week, I would appreciate it.”

“Every day?” She arched an eyebrow.

“It’s a steep learning curve, and I’d really hate for her to have to go through the embarrassment of having her hair be that big of a mess again. Especially with her starting a new school.”

She nodded and glanced at Sophie. 

“Not a problem.”

She filled in the book with my info and then handed me a card with the dates and times, not that I would forget. Sophie and I said goodbye, then walked out into the brisk evening air, feeling lighter than we did when we went in.
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“Sorry I’m late,” I called as I rushed through the front door and slammed it behind me. I shivered from the bitter cold outside and took comfort in the warmth of the fire roaring in the living room. 

I pulled my jacket off and hung it up, even though I knew I would just be turning around to put it on again in a few minutes. I was already running late, but I didn’t want my girls to feel like I didn’t have time to spend with them. 

I rubbed my hands together, still trying to warm up, as I followed the smell of food to the kitchen. It was a little over three weeks until Christmas, and I still hadn’t had a chance to put up any decorations, which felt like a sin in Sugarplum Falls. While it should be up to each resident to decide whether or not to decorate their house for the holidays, it wasn’t. Sure, you could choose not to, but only if you wanted to be the gossip of a small town that was OBSESSED with Christmas. 

I rounded the corner and found my mom standing at the stove, stirring a pot of macaroni and cheese while the kids washed their hands in the bathroom. Her silver hair was piled into a ponytail on her head as she wiped her hands on the Santa apron she was wearing around her waist. 

“Sorry I’m late,” I repeated now that she could hear me. 

She smiled warmly and pulled me in for a hug. 

“No worries. Dinner will be ready in a few minutes. What time are you going in tonight?”

I glanced at the clock on the stove and groaned.

“I’m supposed to be there in half an hour.”

“Do you want to call and let them know you’ll be a little late?”

“I can’t. It’s Saturday night, so it’s going to be busy. Plus, I could really use the tips.”

“I told you I’d help with Christmas this year,” she sighed. “I don’t like you working yourself this hard.”

“I’m doing the best I can, Mom. Besides, it doesn’t hurt the kids to see their mom work hard.”

“No, but it would be nice for the kids to actually see their mom,” she scolded, pointing the wooden spoon in my direction. “Working hard isn’t a bad thing, but you need to balance your time with your family. Your kids are only going to be small for a short while. You’ll blink, and they’ll be grown up and won’t need you anymore.” 

“I know, Mom.” I leaned in and kissed her cheek. “But I really need the money, and I refuse to allow you to help me with this. You have enough on your plate with replacing a water heater and needing a new stove. If anything, I wish I could help you.”

She leaned against the counter and studied me the way she always did when she thought I was overdoing it. 

“I’m off tomorrow, so I plan on sleeping in with the girls, then decorating the house. I’m pretty sure I marked all the boxes when I put them away, so it should be easy to find everything.”

“I’m sure they’ll enjoy that.”

“Do you want to join us? We can make a day out of it, then order dinner and have a game night.” I grabbed a cold slice of pizza from the fridge and tossed it in the microwave. 

“I’ll clean it tomorrow,” I laughed, already knowing what she was going to say about not covering the food that was sure to splatter. 

She shook her head and swatted my butt playfully with the hand towel before hanging it over her shoulder.

“I have to run a few errands in the morning, but I can come by around noon.”

“Perfect,” I said around a mouthful of food. 

A few minutes later, the girls came bouncing into the kitchen, wrapping their arms around me. Penelope was my oldest and almost as tall as me. She was nine but acted nineteen on most days, constantly making me worry about what her teen years would be like. Gracelyn just turned six and still acted like my little girl who loved Barbies and believed in the world of make belief and magic. 

I felt my heart tug in my chest when I remembered Sophie. Her sadness washed over me in waves, and I could feel the pain flowing through her from losing her mother. I wanted to hold her in my arms and hug away the sadness. Her baby blue eyes sparkled when I’d braided her hair, and I couldn’t help but notice the way her dad lingered protectively over her.

Jackson was unlike anyone I’d ever met before. Kind of gruff and protective but also sexy in a mysterious way. I wasn’t sure if it was the gray eyes that got to me or the strong jawline and thin line of hair that dotted his jaw. His black hair was well-kept, and I would be willing to bet that he spent a lot of money getting it trimmed regularly. Or maybe it was just because he wore an expensive suit, rocked a Rolex, and left me an absurd tip on a basic wash. Either way, he screamed made of money without having to try. 

“Are you going to be home with us tomorrow?” Gracelyn asked, looking up at me as she shoved a bite of macaroni into her mouth the second my mom set her bowl down in front of her.

I swallowed my bite of pizza and then washed it down with a drink of water before answering her.

“I sure am. I was just telling Nana that I thought we could put up decorations tomorrow, then order dinner and have a game night. What do you guys think?”

“Yay!” Gracelyn shrieked while Penelope shoved her macaroni around the plate, looking less enthusiastic about it.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, sitting beside her.

“Nothing.”

“Come on, Nel. Tell me what’s wrong. Did something happen at school?”

Finally, she sighed heavily and pushed her plate away from her. She was in fourth grade but still hadn’t adjusted to a new school or made many friends since she started. She was always my little independent girl and never one to be worried about whether people liked her or not. Penelope didn’t look for anyone’s approval, which was something that I admired about her, but I hated to see how much she struggled with social interactions at school. 

“You were supposed to rehearse my lines with me when you got home today.”

I closed my eyes and cursed under my breath.

“Honey, I’m so sorry.” I reached over and squeezed her hand to get her attention. “I didn’t forget.”

“Yeah, right.”

My mom looked over from the stove, and I held up my hand to stop her from saying anything. My mom helped me with the girls every day, and thankfully, she lived next door, so it wasn’t out of her way to come by when I needed her. She was also aware of the new attitude problem Penelope had developed. 

“First—don’t take that tone with me. Second, I didn’t do it on purpose, Nel. I got stuck working late at the salon, helping a little girl who needed me.”

Her face softened slightly as she listened.

“What was wrong with her?” Gracelyn asked as my mother joined us at the table. 

“Well, nothing was wrong with her. But she had these really bad tangles in her hair, just like you get.”

“Did her mommy not know how to get them out?” Gracelyn pushed another bite into her mouth.

My throat burned as I swallowed past the lump that was forming.

“Her mommy recently passed away, and her dad doesn’t know how to take care of her hair yet. He’s learning but needed my help.”

“Oh my,” my mother commented, placing a hand over her heart.

I nodded.

“And now he knows how to do her hair?” Gracelyn asked, constantly full of questions.

“No, not yet. But he’s scheduled appointments with me next week, so I can keep teaching him.”

“Are you going to be late next week too?” Penelope asked.

“No. I scheduled them early enough to make sure I got out on time.”

She nodded, then finally took a bite of her food.

“It sounds like you’ve made quite the impression on him,” my mom noted. 

“I really doubt that. I think he just felt comfortable with me handling his daughter. I can imagine how hard everything has been for him, and I’m sure he just needed someone who could step in and help for a moment,” I said as I stood up and pushed my chair in, feeling the lump in my throat growing tighter.

I tossed my napkin in the trash and then washed my hands.

“I need to get going,” I said, leaning down to kiss the top of the girls' heads. “Be good, and I’ll see you in the morning. I love you both so much.”

I bundled up and headed out to my car, thankful for the heated seats to keep me warm on my way to work. 

I grew up in California, where it was constantly warm and sunny. I enjoyed my weekends on the beach, soaking up the warmth in my bones. That was where I met Mark, and we fell instantly in love. Within a few months, we’d moved in together, gotten engaged, then got married in a shotgun wedding when we found out I was pregnant with Penelope. He’d been the love of my life, and when he promised to love me for as long as he lived, we had no idea that cancer would cut that so short for us. 

When Mark passed away nine months ago, I packed up the girls and moved to Sugarplum Falls with my mom. She’d been there for a few years and loved the small-town life. I had no idea what I was in for, but I needed something different. Something slower-paced would allow me to stop and catch my breath. The only problem was that I hadn’t imagined how
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