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Jasmin
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“What do you mean he’s dead?” I asked, leaning forward to hang onto every word out of Sam’s mouth as I sipped my gingerbread latte. 

“He died.” He shrugged, smiling and waving at the customer who was leaving. “I heard about it this morning. He passed about a week ago, but the family has been busy dealing with stuff, so they haven’t been in town much until today.”

“He can’t be dead.” I shook my head in disbelief as Sugarplum Lattes got in the full swing of their morning rush. There was a reason it was the busiest coffee shop in Sugarplum Falls, and it wasn’t just because the barista was incredibly handsome with dimples that could kill. No, people from neighboring towns came flocking to it for the incredible holiday-inspired drinks that Sam created this time of year, forcing the locals to come in early just to get their fix.

“Well, I hate to break it to you, but I’m pretty sure he is. Went in his sleep.”

Sam wiped down the counter and nodded at Andi, the owner of Sugarplum Sweets, before returning his attention to me.

“This is literally the worst timing ever,” I mumbled, my coffee suddenly tasting bitter despite the extra syrup I’d requested. “How could he do this to me?”

“Well, technically, I don’t think he meant to do it, nor was it directed at you. I mean, he was ninety years old, Jas. It was kind of bound to happen.” He leaned against the counter, crossing one ankle over the other while he kept an eye on the new employee running the register. I knew I only had a few minutes to chat with him before he’d have to take over with the line that was going to form. 

“Yeah, but still—two weeks before Frosty Fest? That’s just downright mean. He could have at least tried to get through one more before he just quit. Doesn’t he know the bind he’s putting us in?”

“Again,” he said lightly with a laugh. “I don’t think he did this to you on purpose. He was old, and his health was getting worse. You remember how bad it was last year when it took him over three hours to make it the thirty minutes into town from his farm? His body was tired, Jas.”

“I know.” I exhaled heavily, feeling like a total jerk. “I’m sorry, I’m just stressed with things already going sideways with Frosty Fest, and this just takes the cake. How am I supposed to do this without any reindeer?”

“I heard his grandson is moving back to take over the farm,” Andi said, reaching past me to grab a straw from the counter. Sugarplum Sweets was a few shops over in the strip mall, so it didn’t surprise me that she was already getting filled in on the gossip this morning as well since most locals grabbed their coffee from Sam and then headed over for a pastry from Andi. “Maybe you could ask him to help out?”

“I think she has a better chance of meeting a knight in shining armor than getting Brody to help out,” Sam replied with a cheeky smile.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I narrowed my eyes, glaring at him.

“It means he’s a crotchety guy, and from what I’ve heard, he’s not our type.”

My eyebrows shot up as I gave Andi a questioning glance. She shrugged, equally confused. Apparently, she hadn’t heard all of the gossip yet. 

“Like he’s into other men? Because I have no problem with that. Some of my best friends—”

“No,” Sam interrupted, holding his hand up to stop me. “He’s not the Christmas type.”

My jaw dropped open as I processed that disturbing bit of news. There were a lot of things in life I could handle disagreements over, but not liking Christmas wasn’t one of them.

“What? How is that possible?”

“I don’t know, but apparently, he’s not big on the holiday. From what his mom said, he’s more of the grinch type.”

“You can’t live in Sugarplum Falls and not like Christmas. That’s like blasphemy.” A shiver ran over my body as I thought about it. How could anyone not like Christmas? It was the best time of the year. 

“Yet that’s exactly what I’m saying. It’s never been his thing, according to her.”

Sam tended to get the town’s gossip quicker than anyone—likely because he was so personable that he was easy to talk to, and everyone in a small town loved to talk about other people. But for me, this was proving to be beneficial because now I could try to get ahead of things before they got too far out of control. I didn’t want this year to be the year that I failed with Frosty Fest, but there were plenty of things already stacking against me. While it might be challenging to convince someone who hated Christmas to do something super Christmassy, I wasn’t going to give up that easily. I was born a fighter, and I wouldn’t go down without a fight. One way or another, I would have those reindeer. 

“That’s it!” I exclaimed excitedly, a surge of clarity washing over me. “I’ll just talk to his mom. Surely, she’ll understand the importance of having the reindeer at Frosty Fest and will get him to help us. It doesn’t matter if he doesn’t like the holiday as long as we get the reindeer. She can help orchestrate everything since Mr. Truman is gone, then Brody won’t have to be involved other than delivering the animals. It’s a win-win for everyone.”

“I love your enthusiasm,” Sam said lightly, his eyes softening with pity. “But I don’t think that’s going to work. He hasn’t spoken to her in over fifteen years. Apparently, they had a big falling out, and he moved to Wyoming, never bothering to look back. He hasn’t had contact with most of his family since then.”

“Of course he hasn’t.” I shook my head, trying to keep up. This was a lot to take in this early on a Monday morning, but it was essential to have all of the details so I could figure out my next step. If I could fully understand what the problem was, I could fix it. “So why is he back now? If he walked away from his family and didn’t want anything to do with them, why come back?”

I felt like I was getting whiplash from all of the back and forth, but then again, that could also be from the extra shot of espresso I ordered in my drink this morning. What he was saying made sense, but yet it didn’t. Why come back to a place you purposely left, especially if you have no interest in reuniting with your family?

“From what I heard, his grandfather left him the ranch. He was the only one that Brody kept in contact with, but no one knew about it until recently when Mr. Truman started to get ill. He told them that he had left the ranch to Brody and that no one should contest it. That was his final request.”

“So what you’re saying is that I’m stuck dealing with a cranky, non-Christmas loving, grumpy ass man from out of town?” I raised my eyebrows, hoping he would correct me.

“It kinda looks like it.”

I leaned back and allowed my shoulders to slump as I accepted reality.

“What are you going to do?” Andi asked, taking a sip of her iced coffee.

“The only thing I can.”

I took a deep breath in and slowly let it out as I tried to force my body to relax. This wasn’t the kind of news I had hoped for today, but there was no other way around it. It sucked that I would have a harder time securing the reindeer for Frosty Fest, but I couldn’t let the town down by not trying. They were counting on me to bring in the traffic that would drive their holiday sales through the roof and give them the financial security they needed. I had watched my parents struggle to make ends meet while I was growing up, especially around the holidays. I knew how much of an impact this event had on our community and I couldn’t swallow the bitter pill of failing this year. No matter what it took, I had to try. 

“I’m going to convince him to help me. To help Sugarplum Falls. We need Frosty Fest to drive business from nearby towns, so I’m going to make sure it goes off without a hitch. The town is counting on me, and I refuse to let them down. Frosty Fest has to happen—there’s no other option.” I grabbed my purse and coffee cup from the counter.

“Good luck. Keep us posted,” Sam called as I headed for the door.

I smiled over my shoulder, pretending to be more confident than I felt. 
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Brody
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“Go away,” I replied to the incessant knocking on the front door.

I hadn’t been in Sugarplum Falls long, but I had hoped that I would be able to go a few more weeks before the town showed up, wanting to introduce themselves and offer their condolences about my grandfather.

When I got the phone call from him a few months ago that things were declining with his health, I started making arrangements to get out here. I didn’t expect him to pass the day before I showed up, not getting to say my final goodbye to him. 

“Hi, I’m looking for Brody,” a female voice called loudly through the door. 

It wasn’t like I knew anyone in town since I moved fifteen years ago at the ripe age of eighteen, and I wanted to keep it that way. My grandfather’s ranch was a good thirty minutes outside of Sugarplum Falls, which was the closest town. This worked well for him since he always preferred to live in the middle of nowhere. People used to say he was crazy to want to live such a solitary life, but I understood it. It was calm and peaceful without people constantly being in your business. 

“I’m not interested,” I growled back, picking up the stack of papers I still needed to go through from the stuff my grandfather’s lawyer had given me. 

“It would be a lot easier to have this conversation if you would just open the door and talk to me,” she replied, sounding impatient. “I’m not trying to take up more time here than I have to, but I really need to talk to you.”

I rolled my head back on my neck, trying to alleviate some of the mounting tension.

“Is this about my extended car warranty?” I asked, pulling the door open enough to see the petite brunette on the other side without giving the impression of a warm invite. “Or are you here to sell cookies?”

The curves of her body and her plump, round breasts screamed that she was old enough to sell more than cookies—and whatever she was selling was something I would be interested in buying. Full lips pursed as golden flecks of amber sparkled in the brown eyes that were now narrowed at me. 

“No.” Her thin, perfectly groomed brows furrowed deeper. “I’m here because I run the Frosty Fest—”

“Frosty Fest?” I questioned, interrupting her with a raised eyebrow. “Please tell me that isn’t some ridiculous festival of snowmen.”

She cocked her head to the side and glared at me. 

“No, it’s not a ridic—” She stopped and snapped her mouth shut, eyes fluttering wildly as if she was trying to regain her composure. “The reason I’m here is because I run the festival, and every year, Mr. Trum—your grandfather, would assist us with bringing the reindeer down for the parade. Since he’s passed—sorry for your loss, by the way—I was hoping that I could make arrangements with you for this year’s festival. I know you have a lot on your plate right now with taking care of his estate, but if you can let me know when is a good time to send someone to collect the reindeer, I can—”

“Sorry, that’s not going to happen. Thank you for stopping by.”

I started to close the door when a skinny leather boot with a pointy heel stepped forward and stopped it.

“Look, I know you might not want to talk about this right now, and I get that you’re busy,” she objected, tucking a strand of dark brown wavy hair behind her ear. “I’m busy too. Running Frosty Fest is my job, and I can’t do my job without the reindeer.”

“Sounds like a you problem.” I folded my arms over my chest, not budging. 

Typically I would have already slammed the door shut and not given a damn about who or what was on the other side, but with her, I found myself stalling to shut her out. Maybe it was because I hadn’t seen a woman as beautiful as her in a long time, or perhaps it was because her fiery little attitude stirred something deep inside of me and I liked it. 

“It is, but it doesn’t have to be if you would just look in that icy cold heart of yours and do the right thing.”

I arched an eyebrow, wondering how all that sass could come out of something so small. I was intrigued, to say the least, but now wasn’t the time to entertain this. I had stuff to get done, and she was wasting my time on this nonsense. 

“I hate to break it to you, but nothing will ever thaw my ice-cold heart. It’s probably better that you accept that now. Thanks for stopping by, but my answer is no.”

I watched her chest rise and fall heavily as she stared at me with defeat before I closed the door. I didn’t want to be a dick, but I wasn’t here to make friends. The less I got involved with the people of Sugarplum Falls, the better off I would be. 
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“How did it go?” Andi asked as I sat at the end of the counter and stuffed another truffle in my mouth.

“It’s ten o’clock in the morning, and I’ve eaten all of the samples you guys have out. How do you think it went?” I replied around a mouthful of delicious chocolate and coconut. “These are amazing, by the way. Tell Zach he really outdid himself.”

“I’ll let him know when he’s done making the current batch.” She stacked boxes of pre-packaged chocolates on the table by the register, arranging them accordingly before stepping back and looking at them.

“It looks great. I think those will sell fast,” I commented, already eyeing which ones would be going home with me. Not that I needed more chocolate given the amount I’d already consumed this morning, but it was the holiday season and nothing said happy holidays like a stockpile of sweets.

“Thanks. We sold out of the fudge and dark chocolate truffles yesterday, so I’m trying to anticipate what our bestsellers are going to be for Frosty Fest. Last year, we sold out midday. I don’t want that to happen again.”

“Well, let’s see if we even have a Frosty Fest this year,” I replied sarcastically around another bite. 

“We will,” she assured me. “Even if we don’t have the reindeer, we can still make the festival happen.”

“How?” I crumpled up the napkin I had been using and tossed it in the trash. “People come from neighboring towns because we have reindeer and Santa and Mrs. Claus—which, by the way—I’m about to fire a few elves. But that’s a whole other story. My point is that people come here because they want that Christmas feeling. They bring their kids because our Santa looks so much like the real thing, it adds that magic into the holidays for them. If we don’t have the reindeer for the kids to feed, then they don’t have a reason to come see us. You can’t have Christmas in Sugarplum Falls without the reindeer.”

“I know. But maybe we just have to embrace the change and move forward.”

She smiled softly at me, but it did nothing to lessen the vise grip that was squeezing my heart at the thought of the local town kids who would be disappointed this year as well. It wasn’t just the out-of-town business that we needed for our event to thrive; it was the happiness that you could feel when walking Main Street or visiting with the locals while being encompassed in holiday bliss. 

“I have the next batch ready,” Zach said as he came through the doors that led to the kitchen. He stopped short when he saw me, a panicked look on his face. 

“Don’t worry, I won’t touch those.” I held my hands in front of me and smiled. “I’m going to grab a few things and then get out of here. I need to go find my zen so I can clear my mind and get back to planning.”

“Well, if you need any help, you know where to go,” Andi replied softly, taking the tray of truffles from Zach and lining them up on the sample plate by the register.

“Sugar Faced Bar?” I teased. 

She placed her hands on her hips and tilted her head as she pinned me with a look.

“What? Aiden makes a killer dirty snowman.”

“I don’t even want to know.” Andi shook her head but I noticed the corners of her lips tilting up into a smile.

“Trust me, it’s just a drink. If you don’t like that, he also makes a fantastic mistletoe margarita. Ooh, or a gingerbread martini!”

“I think you’re spending way too much time at the bar,” she teased.

“Or perhaps you’re not spending enough time there. I’m just saying I see Sam in the morning for my holiday latte to start my day and Aiden when I’m wrapping up for the day and need a holiday cocktail to wind down. Between both of them, I have everything I could need in life.” I smiled and shrugged my shoulders.

“Except for reindeer,” Zach said with a cheeky smile, ducking as Andi tossed the towel he brought out at his head. “What? It’s true.”

“And see, this depressing news is why I’m heading over
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