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      For everyone with a Christmas wish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Jolly Old Saint Nicholas, lend your ear this way,

        Don't you tell a single soul, what I'm going to say.

        Christmas Eve is coming soon, now you dear old man,

      
        Whisper what you'll bring to me, tell me if you can.

        BASED ON A POEM BY EMILY HUNTINGTON MILLER, “LILLY’S SECRET,” WHICH INSPIRED THE LYRICS TO “JOLLY OLD SAINT NICHOLAS”
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      We worked at the same inn. We had the same last name. And we had the same obsession for green apple licorice, cinnamon rolls, and fictional men with protective streaks. But my sister and I might as well be strangers.

      I stood at the door leading into the kitchen and watched Maggie tidy up her designated counter, wiping the unwanted ends of vegetables into the awaiting garbage can. Her blonde hair was tied back by a hairnet, and she wore the inn’s token white apron over her green shirt and jeans.

      The head chef, Mason Devries, wiped his hands on a towel and paused to respond to something Maggie asked him. Whatever it was, he smiled, laughed, and then continued his way around to the closet where he and the other chefs kept their belongings.

      I’d told Junie—the inn’s owner and the head chef’s wife—that I could handle this. Talking to my own sister shouldn’t be that big of a deal. So, why did it feel like I was about to approach Jack Frost?

      Because I knew Maggie was going to hate me for what I’d done.

      Then again, she already hated me. Was it so wrong that, in sharing her talent with Junie, I’d been trying to help her?

      I hoped my sister might come to see it that way.

      Before I could go much farther, a voice came up from behind me.

      “Hey, there, Annabelle.”

      Startled, I rounded on the handsome man with brown hair, freckles, and a grin that was wider than the Grand Canyon. I was a sucker for that smile. Every time Pax and I were in the same room together, my eyes strayed in his direction. Even when we weren’t near each other, my thoughts veered in his direction enough times to make up for the separation.

      It was a crush, plain and simple.

      I hadn’t yet discovered whether Pax liked me back or not, but today was the day I’d find out.

      So, you could say my purpose in coming to the kitchen was two-fold. Terrifyingly and awesomely double-sided, like a rubber band pulled tight at both ends. I’d held the tension of my feelings in for so long, it was about to snap. And as my roommate had said when I’d talked to him about it last night, I’d rather be the instigator than to have the snap take me by surprise.

      Having Pax approach me now, though? Was a surprise snap all on its own.

      I’d thought I was ready to tell him how I felt and to present my idea. Now that I saw his good-looking face—brown eyes, cleft chin, and all? I wasn’t so sure.

      “Pax, you scared me.”

      “Looks like I snuck up on you,” he said with a chuckle. “What are you doing anyway?”

      He peered toward the kitchen and back to me again.

      Like my sister, he also wore a white apron over his clothes and had probably stepped out to make a phone call or something. Telling him I was spying on my sister would only make me sound like the coward I was, so I took a different direction.

      My roommate and I had talked about this last night, too. He’d said it would be better if I knew whether or not there was any chance for anything between Pax and me so we could stop playing cat and mouse.

      “One of the worst parts of dating is the early, not-knowing stages,” my oh-so-wise roommate had said.

      That was valid. I wanted to know so I could, well, know.

      I had a proposal for Pax. Not the marriage kind or anything like that, although my dreams overflowed with images of him as my destination at the far end of a particular aisle. No, this was a different kind of proposal, something that was going to put us each so far out of our comfort zones, we’d wince at the strain of it.

      I was going to ask him to be my boyfriend.

      Talk about going out on a limb. This was more like one of those long teetering bridges over a huge gulch where a single misstep would send me plummeting.

      “Looking for you, actually,” I said through my suddenly racing pulse.

      “Me? Why?”

      Peering through the kitchen window a final time, I knew I’d have to catch my sister later.

      I grabbed his wrist and pulled him through the dining room and back to the reception desk at the inn’s front entrance. The Christmas tree was in place in the living room, bedecked with fat baubles in bright, traditional shades of red, green, and white, with red tulle, and sparkling lights.

      The inn’s red carpets added to the festive feel engulfing every aspect of the place this time of year, complementing the piney garlands which were twined all the way up the stairs and twinkling to boot. Snow dusted the ground softly outside, setting the mood that much more and urging me on.

      I had to do this. I’d talked myself into it last night while my roommate and I had worked through every possible repercussion Pax and I might face.

      Pax and I had been friends since we’d both started working at the inn last year. His smile was magnetic. There was something so comforting about him; just being around him made me feel as though I’d sunk into a hot tub. All of my muscles relaxed and went into hibernation.

      I’d give anything for that relaxing feeling to come back right about now. My body was as tense as though a bomb was about to go off.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be at the desk?” Pax gestured to it.

      Sure enough, the reception desk was unmanned. Spare keys to each and every room hung on the wall beside it. Anyone could approach and take one, or look up data on the computer, or snoop in the drawers below the desk. I did need to resume my place, but this was my chance.

      I had two options. I could turn tail and scurry away like a spooked cat.

      Or I could pick myself up by the scruff of the neck and shove myself toward my future. A future with Pax that would hopefully happen after he agreed. He would realize that the embers simmering between us were the perfect kindling for chemistry, our lengthy conversations were as perfect for late night snuggles as they’d been while taking place during thumb wrestling or talking as we worked, and that the pull to kiss him was two-sided.

      That was the future I’d longed for. I had to give it a chance. If it was to be, it was up to me—or whatever the banner hanging up in my classroom in junior high had said.

      “I’ll go back in a minute,” I said, powering through before I lost my nerve. “Junie asked me to help with Harper’s Inn’s social media presence leading up to the inn’s charity gala since it’s something they haven’t done for a long time. She wanted to build hype.”

      I’d volunteered to do so, actually, but Junie had agreed to my suggestion, so that counted, right?

      “You’ll be great at that. I don’t know what this has to do with me, though.” Pax’s tone was riddled with confusion.

      Was he kidding? Everything about me had to do with him these days. Did he have any idea how often I thought about him?

      Powering through. That future together was worth it, dang it.

      “Because I had a thought. What’s the biggest draw that Harper’s Inn has?”

      He scratched the back of his neck. “The food?”

      A snort leaked out, easing some of the nerves jumbling behind my rib cage.

      “You’re a guy. Of course you’d say that.”

      He had a point, though. Having a top chef married to the inn’s owner was definitely a perk. In the past, it had brought in foodie clientele from all over the world.

      But there was an even bigger attraction. Besides Pax.

      “The radio,” I said in a mystical, quiet kind of tone, fanning my open hands between us for good measure.

      “Oh, that.” An adorable crease crinkled between his brows. “I still don’t see what you’re getting at.”

      I glanced to my right, where the antique radio that was pointed like a gothic cathedral window and had two knobs in front of its tall speakers sat on display across from the living room’s cozy fireplace. Word on the street was that Santa Claus himself had delivered the radio to Harper’s Inn when he’d forgotten to bring the family their presents one year. According to that legend, the radio was laced with Santa’s magic, only it was more of a matchmaker than anything.

      Since its delivery, the radio wouldn’t play for just anyone. It would only play for those Santa wanted to pair together. It hadn’t played for over a hundred years, until four years ago, when it had played for Boone, Junie’s cousin, and one of the inn’s guests—a woman named Grace. Since then, it had played for two other couples—including Junie and Mason two years ago.

      The radio that played for two made love come true.

      Each of the most recent stories was documented on the inn’s website. But as far as I knew, it hadn’t serenaded anyone since it had played for Junie and Mason.

      Junie wanted to do something different than the usual bonfire they’d hosted for the last ten years. She wanted to host a charity gala, something to benefit needy families in the area and potentially fund some needed repairs. With this event coming up, Junie wanted to make sure the event had enough publicity. What better way to do that than to use our burgeoning social media presence to zone in on the radio?

      This was my chance to not only show my boss that I was capable of doing more than just sit behind the reception desk. It was my chance to move a friendship with Pax into more territory.

      Pax still watched me expectantly, and the expression was so handsome on him, I was tempted to plant my hands on his cheeks and kiss it off his face then and there.

      My palms turned clammy. I rubbed them on my stomach and took a deep breath.

      “I want the social media posts to center on the radio, and the best way to do that is if it plays for . . . someone.”

      When did it get so hot in here? I exhaled through a part in my lips and shook my hands. The action did nothing to ease the nerves racing through me.

      “For . . . who?” he said slowly like he was approaching an alligator.

      Because we had those in Montana. Inwardly, I rolled my eyes.

      Pax was more than just a pretty face—even though his big brown eyes, tussle of brown hair, and that little cleft in his chin were all things I could stare at all day long—and had regularly done so.

      It was a good thing he didn’t know how often I, in my infatuation, looked up his picture online.

      He was also nice, sweet, funny, and said the cutest things without even trying. He and I got along great. Often, he talked to me about his day, the movies he’d watched recently, shorts he found funny on YouTube, even the women he’d liked and dated—admittedly, I quickly changed the subject on those conversations. I talked to him about the things I was interested in, too, things my quirky roommate made for dinner or jokes Ziggy had made.

      He was my friend. Who better to rope into a scheme than a friend?

      Granted, we weren’t close enough to, you know, drive one another’s getaway cars should the need ever arise, but we were still friends. And I hoped for more.

      I couldn’t come out with it just like that, though. So, I deflected.

      “The radio hasn’t played for anyone in a few years now. Not since I started working here.”

      “I know. Junie told me.”

      “But what if it did? What if it played, and we documented all of that leading up to the charity gala on Christmas Eve? It could build hype. We could garner a massive following and get the inn even more visibility. We could even go viral!”

      My chest heaved, and I toyed with my pointed finger, looking up at him with hope that shone like stardust. Sparkly, seemingly far away and untouchable. But shiny to look at nonetheless.

      “But . . . it hasn’t played.”

      All that hope plummeted like the Grinch’s haul from the top of Mount Crumpet.

      This was the moment of no return. He didn’t get what I was going for. That gave me an easy out, I supposed. I could let it go. I could hold my true intentions in and not let them spill out like dried beans. Say goodbye to the bravery Ziggy had insisted I had.

      But I couldn’t back down. Because that vision of a life with Pax, of a house with him, of mornings and late nights and kisses and falling asleep in his arms—it would all be worth it if I got him in the end. If this was the way to that end? So be it.

      “We could say it did.”

      Pax staggered his feet and rested his arm on the reception desk, staring me down with a lowered chin and inquisitive intensity. That look made him even more attractive.

      “Say it did? Lie, you mean.”

      I lifted my hands, going for playful. “You said it, not me.”

      He released an incredulous chuckle, drumming his fingers on the reception desk.

      “Not a good idea.”

      My lips fluttered. “People are more likely to buy a product when there’s social proof. The stories that are online are great, but they’re a little outdated. We need to give people something live, something with a pulse.”

      “You think they made it up?”

      Of course they did. Sure, the stories of Grace and Boone getting snowed in at his cottage, of Lacie and Jared Kingston being married by a snowman, and of all the guests disappearing off the mountaintop so that Junie and Mason could work through their differences were cute—but they were just stories. No way were they true.

      I tossed my hair back. “Yeah. It was genius, and we’re going to do the same thing.”

      This wasn’t just a ploy to get Pax to notice me as more than a friend. There was merit to bringing attention to the radio. Every single room was always booked at least a year in advance for the holiday season. People from all over the world ate up the radio’s lore.

      However, this year, Junie was concerned because for the first time in over a hundred years, the inn wasn’t fully booked. People weren’t coming—and she couldn’t figure out why. Yet another reason to host the gala.

      What if we could feature the radio more than we already do? What better way to build hype for the gala than bringing the radio into it, too?

      The inn was old. The roof leaked in several rooms. The plumbing also kept wetting its pants, and the barn’s roof had nearly been torn right off during a windstorm last summer. The tin roof still hung halfway off since Boone hadn’t managed to garner enough funds to fix it and care for the new horses he’d brought in for trail rides.

      When it rained, it poured, and things weren’t just breaking here and there. They were crying for attention with wood-cracking, wind-howling levels of tantrums. The fundraiser was meant to sponsor needy children, yes, but it would also help with these repairs. That meant the inn could really benefit from increased publicity.

      I’d expected Pax to be all for it. He’d supported me through the bingo night during the summer fest last July. Or there was the horse rendezvous. Boone had just gotten his new trail horses, and I’d offered to look after them during the first foray. Pax had been more than happy to accompany us then.

      He had to agree to this, too.

      So when he said, “I don’t think so, Annabelle,” imaginary darts flew across the room only to fall vastly short of the bullseye. They sank to the ground, taking my anticipation with them. Stupidly enough, the corners of my eyes stung.

      I fought the emotion down.

      “Seriously? Come on. We’ve been friends since we both started working here. You like me, right?”

      Wow. Did I really just say that?

      His mouth gaped open. “Sure, but⁠—”

      There was no backing down now.

      “And I like you, too.” He had no idea how much. “We’ll just smile for the camera. Stage a few dates with, you know, handholding or kissing if we have to take it there. But we don’t have to! If you want to kiss me, we totally can. I mean, I’d be down.”

      Stop, Annabelle. Just stop.

      I was losing control. The sheep were scattering, veering in their own directions. It was time to bring them back to the fold where they belonged.

      “Mostly, though, we’d build hype around the radio for the gala,” I said, trying to redeem my argument after word-vomiting all over him.

      And I could show him exactly why we belonged together. My roommate got it. Why didn’t Pax?

      Expectation pounded through me like the drumming feet of a thousand runners. While I wanted to duck my head and hide, or keep staring at the toes of his Converse shoes sticking out from his skinny jeans, I forced my gaze to align with his.

      The ready smile he usually wore was MIA. Instead, Pax grimaced and shook his head.

      “It’s not a good idea.”

      Keep it together. Keep. It. Together.

      “Pax.”

      “Why not just feature Junie and Grace? People the radio actually played for? Maybe ask them for a new angle and share, I don’t know, details they haven’t shared before.”

      I waved this off. “Everyone has already heard those stories. They want something new.”

      He shook his head. Instinctively, I reached out and grabbed his hand. His eyes widened with surprise.

      The response pricked more than I cared to admit. Hurriedly, I retracted my hand and tried to play it off. I didn’t want to let him see how much his rejection had hurt.

      “Just think about it, okay?” I said before my courage faltered.

      Why did it feel like our friendship was slipping through my fingers? I’d thought we were closer than that. I’d thought he would be more willing to help since that was what guys did—they fixed things. And if he wanted to still have a job by next Christmas, he’d help find a way to bring money to the inn. Even if that meant jumping on this lie.

      That was just the problem, though. He was taking it seriously.

      Too seriously.

      Footsteps came from down the hall, and then Maggie appeared, angling toward us as she passed the twinkly lights draped up the stairs’ banister.

      My twin and I weren’t identical. Where I was shorter, with longer hair, Maggie was tall and willowy. We had the same blonde hair, but her features were more symmetrical, her face slimmer while mine was more rounded.

      Things had gotten tense with Pax, but a different kind of tension slung its arm around my shoulder the minute she stepped into the room. Had she heard our disagreement? Had she heard my request to fake-date Paxton McCallister?

      There’d been a time when I wouldn’t have cared. A time when I would have gotten Maggie in on it before I popped the question. She and I used to be best friends, one another’s go-to when it came to anything—jobs, boys, friends.

      I would have divulged everything to her—my feelings for Pax, my longing for a life with him.

      But that time was long past. In fact, at this point, I was closer to Pax than I was to my own sister. And he and I weren’t even that close.

      Obviously.

      I wasn’t, however, distanced from her enough not to notice her smile slip in a way that was all too familiar. Was something wrong?

      Pax pressed his lips into an apologetic grimace at me—his way of a silent apology, maybe?—before he turned to my sister and dug his hands into his pockets.

      “Hey, Mags. Did Mason leave any notes for tomorrow?”

      Mags. He’d called her Mags.

      That was more personal than a simple, pleasant, platonic greeting.

      Was it just me or did Pax sound a little too eager for someone else to talk to right now?

      Oh, no. My heart, hopes, stomach, and dreams sank to the bottoms of my feet, waiting for the trampling. With the swiftness of Buddy the Elf hurling snowballs at the group of punk kids in Central Park, realization struck me right in the gut.

      I knew in an instant why he didn’t want to fake-date me. I knew from the way his eyes had lit up the minute she’d entered the room.

      He’d already given his heart away to someone else. Someone I didn’t have a chance of competing with for him. Because that someone? Was my estranged twin sister.
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      Well, things just got awkward.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d just walked in on, but from the guilty glances on both Annabelle and Pax’s faces, I’d interrupted something more than just a casual chat.

      It took several moments before I could register Pax’s question. He’d asked if the head chef, Mason, had left any notes for tomorrow. But Pax should know Mason hadn’t. Every day, Mason ended our shifts with a breakdown of how things went and what to expect with the following day’s menu.

      It was almost like he’d grasped at the first topic he could think of.

      “No notes. Tomorrow is more business-as-usual. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. My shift starts at breakfast.”

      “Mine, too,” Pax said.

      He pressed his lips together, his eyes darting around as if he didn’t know what to say. Then he turned to Annabelle.

      “Let me know if I can help in a different way, okay?” He kept his voice low, again making me wonder what conversation I’d interrupted between them. “You know I got your back with anything else.”

      He emphasized anything else in a weird sort of way. A pleading kind of way, like he was trying to convince her of something with only a few words.

      Annabelle’s smile was too forced. Her blonde hair was tied back into a ponytail, and the colors splotching her pale cheeks rivaled the crimson shade of her sweater. She nodded a little too eagerly, and her hand gestures were too wavy—a sure sign that she was trying to cover her emotions with overdone actions.

      “Sure. I’ll come up with something else,” she said, but the telltale high pitch in her voice was all too evident. She was embarrassed.

      About what? What had happened?

      She and I hadn’t talked in over a year—I mean, really talked—but I still knew that sound. If I had to guess, I’d think she was holding back her tears.

      My sympathy was struck. What did I miss?

      Instantly, any and all thoughts of asking her, of letting her know I cared and was here to help were dashed with knowledge of what those kind outreaches might bring, and I knew—I couldn’t go there.

      I’d learned the hard way that talking about anything more than meaningless greetings and small talk with my sister was a recipe for disaster.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, unsure if I wanted to know.

      Pax tapped her elbow in a friendly sort of way, tipped his head toward me, and then turned on his heel and stalked back in the direction of the kitchen.

      “Oh, just the charity gala.” Annabelle’s voice was high-pitched yet again.

      Her smile was too big. She fanned her hand toward me.

      Yep, I’d seen that one too, back when she’d been hiding just how embarrassed she was in high school when she’d gotten rejected after asking her crush out to Winter Formal, only to find out he’d already asked a different girl first.

      That had really crushed Annabelle. She and I had gone stag to the dance that year and then left early to hit up Coldstone and get vats of ice cream to take home and indulge in while we snuggled on the couch and binge-watched Christmas movies.

      My heart hurt at the memory. She and I had been close once. We were twins, but she’d always acted older, more mature. I’d often relied on her for counsel and advice. While I’d been flighty and more interested in music and singing, Annabelle had been more circumspect, more orderly, and interested in puzzles, organizing, and fixing what was broken.

      While I’d gotten lost in dreams, Annabelle had been the one to figure out how to make that dream real. There’d been a time when I would have pulled her aside to see if she was okay. I still could, couldn’t I?

      She had hurt me—but that didn’t mean I didn’t care about her.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, ignoring the thumping in my chest.

      “Like you care.”

      The broken words shouldn’t have stung as much as they did. She had a point. I’d kept my distance from my own sister since we’d both moved and gotten our jobs at the inn.

      I was talking to her now, though. That had to count for something, didn’t it?

      Then again, I wouldn’t open up to her about my problems, either. Not after what happened the last time I’d tried.

      “Things just seemed a little . . . You know what? Never mind. I was just going to see . . .”

      I let that die off, too. I should have known better. Sure, we were all the other had here in West Hills, so far away from home. Christmas was in less than a month, and while I’d enjoyed Thanksgiving by myself, I didn’t want to spend another holiday alone.

      For a fleeting moment earlier, I’d thought that maybe my sister might be open to trying to bridge the gap that had built between us since things had gone so wrong a year ago.

      Clearly, I’d been wrong.

      Mom had been trying to call me since before Thanksgiving. She’d called every day, in fact, but I’d refused to answer her calls. Why should I when the last time we’d spoken, she’d called me a disappointment in every way she possibly could?

      No need to remind her I still was.

      Undoubtedly, she’d invited Annabelle home to Deer Lodge, though. Was Annabelle going home for Christmas?

      Closing my eyes, I mentally kicked myself for caring. Why did I even want to know?

      Proverbial crickets chirped. I should walk away. I should head out, make for my car, and go to my empty apartment. I’d gotten a pet bird to stave off the quiet—and while that had worked, while my parakeet was a great listener, and I loved his early-morning chirpiness and the way he got mad at himself in the mirror, it wasn’t the same.

      I wasn’t sure why, but the solitude was getting to me. But if I couldn’t go to my family, who else could I go to?

      I wrung my hands in front of me and then said, “I heard you’re spearheading publicity for the gala.”

      Annabelle sniffed. “I am, yeah.”

      More crickets. I couldn’t think of anything else to add.

      I wish we could have the same kind of relationship we used to. We used to hang out and laugh together, to talk about boys, cheerleading, band, books, whatever. I would show her my sketches or new songs I was working on. She would tell me about the people she met while volunteering at the shelter or strange pinecones she’d found on her hikes.

      But that was all gone now, and I didn’t know how to bring it back. I wasn’t sure if it was even possible.

      It was foolish of me to want it. Annabelle had sided with Mom after the fallout had happened. She’d betrayed me, gone behind my back in telling our mother all of the things I’d never wanted Mom to know. Trust had been shattered irrevocably.

      Annabelle kept her attention on the reception desk, staring off as though not really seeing anything. Or as though she wanted me to leave her alone.

      She probably wanted me to leave her alone.

      I was surprised she’d followed me here to West Hills, especially since she’d kept her distance just as much as I had. Not for the first time, I wondered why. Why had she picked up and come here, to the same inn where I’d also gotten a job, if she refused to speak to me?

      I glanced toward the view of the snowy barn near the parking lot outside, toward the coat stand with its vacant arms, waiting for inspiration to strike. Or for her to say something else.

      She didn’t.

      Well, that attempt at conversation flopped, just like all the others. Guess that was the answer to the question I didn’t dare ask⁠—

      Not just if she wanted to spend Christmas with me. Whether she wanted a relationship with me anymore, period.

      My throat went bone dry. I’d kept my distance, but more and more, I was lonely. So lonely. Maybe it was the holidays. I’d thought Thanksgiving would be amazing spent by myself, but I couldn’t help remembering the warm gathering we used to have back in Deer Lodge, which was only a few hours away.

      I didn’t even know how Annabelle had spent the holiday. With her ridiculous roommate, probably. I still couldn’t believe she was rooming with a guy. She insisted there was nothing going on, and from the quirky, silly way Ziggy acted—who named their kid Ziggy, anyway?—I figured she was probably telling the truth.

      Annabelle was so quiet, so grounded. There was no way anything more was happening between her and this guy. She wouldn’t stand for the impropriety.

      Her hurtful accusations pelted my memory all over again, and I pushed them away.

      It looked like I’d have to resign myself to being alone. And I had—for a while. After the whole fallout had happened, after the cutting things my family had said to me over it all, I’d been more than happy to cut them out of my life.

      Until Annabelle had followed me here. I’d thought she’d come to try and make up with me, but even here, she barely spoke to me. A lot of good that did.

      Sighing, I turned toward the Employees Only hallway when her voice caught me before I left.

      “Oh, hey. Junie wondered if you might be willing to sing at the charity gala.”

      My brows snapped down, and my defensive barriers shot way up.

      “How does she know I can sing?”

      Annabelle winced. “I may have let it slip.”

      Oh, no, she didn’t. My sister and I may have been estranged for the last year, but she wouldn’t cross that line.

      “Annabelle,” I said with a little frustrated groan. “You know I can’t do that.”

      Her interest in me turned on a dime. You’d never know that a minute ago she was practically acting like I didn’t exist.

      Her face had that too-bright smile. The fake one. Didn’t she know I knew that smile? I saw right through it.

      “I think you can,” she said, taking on a pleading, whining tone. “You’re so good, and singing used to be such a huge part of your life.”

      I flattened my lips. Singing was how I’d met him. Singing had gotten me into that whole mess in the first place. I couldn’t go there.

      How dare she think I could just forget it all?

      “Used to be,” I said, flinching more than I should at her mention of the past. “I can’t do it. I’m sorry.”

      I loathed the suspicion that she was just trying to use me, but I couldn’t help it. How could she tell Junie anything about me without asking me first? I should have known better than to try talking to her.

      A sense of injustice sank my ship. This was like a doctor who’d violated patient privacy laws and spread the news of a person’s diseased condition all over town without their consent.

      I should leave. I should check other inns, other kitchens, move as far away as I could. Get a new number. Start a new life the way I’d tried to do before—until my sister had foiled that plan by following me, bringing the past I’d been trying to escape right back with her.

      The only problem was, I worked here with Mason Devries—the Mason Devries. He was the top chef in the nation, and since he was married to Harper’s Inn’s owner, he worked here. He’d been on The Food Channel, and not only did he make the finest comestibles, but he was teaching me his tips and tricks. I was literally learning from the best of them.

      I couldn’t leave—no matter how badly I wanted to. Annabelle, on the other hand, could. So, I asked the same question I’d wondered from the start. Not only why had she followed me to Harper’s Inn, but why had she stayed?

      What kept her here?
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      I’d struck out. The rest of the day, I did my best to ignore the stinging rejection I couldn’t seem to shake since Pax had told me dating me wasn’t a good idea. And of course, I hyper-analyzed every second of that conversation.

      Was it the fake part of things he disagreed with? He’d hinted at something like that.

      Or was it me he didn’t like? Had I read the room wrong every time we’d been together?

      Ziggy texted several times, demanding an update, but I wasn’t sure what to say. Knowing him, he’d want a full breakdown, which would be better to do in person later.

      Several guests came and went, and I spent the afternoon sorting through a debacle with the towels going missing from the linen closet. The laundress had come in several times to gather them, but there had been no towels for her to collect.

      “Why would someone steal our towels?” Junie murmured, staring at her computer screen when I brought the issue to her in her office. Her baby sat in her lap, patting the desk with his chubby hands.

      Her three-year-old sat in a chair by the window with a pile of books beside her. The little girl’s brown hair was curly just like Junie’s, but she had Mason’s chocolate-brown eyes.

      “I’m not sure they’re being stolen,” I said. “They’re just . . . MIA.”

      “Towels don’t just disappear. It’s got to be—look. There.”

      Little Nicholas kicked his legs and wiggled until Junie backed her chair away and set him on the floor, where he then beelined for the toy car he must have dropped. Now that her lap was free, her pregnant belly was visible beneath the oversized Christmas sweater she wore.

      Junie tied her fluffy curls into a knot on her head, the bells on the Santa hat on her sweater jingling with the movements. She then pointed to the screen, and sure enough, a pair of children ran down the hall with handfuls of towels. Junie clicked through several more screens, searching.

      Each screen showed laughing, smiling children, delighted at their successful sneakiness. I couldn’t suppress my smile. Maggie and I had stolen bathrobes from a hotel once—only to get home and find out the hotel had charged our parents for them. We’d had to work off that cost by washing all the windows over at Dad’s mechanic shop, a feat that had taken weeks because of how much grime had coated those windows.

      “Aha! It looks like the Branford kids,” Junie said, like she knew them personally. If they were regulars, she probably did. “I’ll stop by their rooms.”

      “Rooms?”

      “Yeah, they book two rooms every year. The kids always try to pull something. Looks like this year, they’re trying to confiscate as many towels as they can.”

      She didn’t seem upset. If anything, judging by the smile on her face, she seemed bemused.

      “You could deny them service if they’re always causing trouble.”

      “I could, but things have died down in the past few years. We’re losing guests, and I can’t figure out why. People aren’t giving the radio the hype it used to. That’s why we need this gala. How are things coming, anyway?”

      Oh, you know. Crash and burn.

      “I’ve got a few ideas,” I told her. “I’ve been trying to work up social media a little more to our advantage, since that’s a great way to reach a lot of people, and we have a pretty decent following.”

      “How decent?”

      “We’re at two thousand.”

      Junie considered. “That is a good start, but we need more. Do you know how to build lots of followers in a short amount of time? The more followers the inn gets, the more reach we’ll have, right?”

      “Theoretically.”

      “Let’s make it literally. I’d love to hear your ideas.”

      She said this as though I had more of them. My gut began to twist. Admitting I didn’t wouldn’t bode well in keeping my position as her social media manager. As hard as I tried to come up with something on the fly, no inspiration dawned.

      Thankfully, Junie didn’t seem to notice. She blazed right on.

      “I’ve got to run through a few more things for the gala with you tomorrow, but for now, why don’t you head home? Have those ideas ready to share with me tomorrow?”

      “Sure,” I said with an exhale.

      The only idea I’d gotten was to fake date Pax and exploit the heck out of that. She wanted a new game plan—by tomorrow?

      One night will give me plenty of time to rethink my entire strategy. Then again, I shouldn’t be so sarcastic. I’d been the one to suggest using social media to increase the inn’s patronage, after all. Junie had been hesitant about it at first, but I’d assured her I could do this.

      It was time to show her I hadn’t made it up.

      “This is good, but it’s not enough,” Junie said, smiling. “Sorry, I don’t mean to sound rude. That was so rude. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I get it.”

      She really was considerate and sweet, so I knew Junie didn’t mean anything by it. She’d told me once how hard of a time she had being in charge of people when she just wanted to be everyone’s friend, and that wasn’t possible when she had to be the hard-nose on important issues.

      In all reality, she probably wasn’t the best businesswoman.

      “We really need more interest,” she said. “There are rooms up at the Event Center we can offer to accommodate extra guests. The problem is, our bookings are way down. I’ve turned everyone away for so
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