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To Dad

For always helping me find Christmas with your scavenger hunts …

To Mom and Kathy

For making sure Christmas is always filled with family, love, and laughter
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Emmie Sanders’s one true love was … Christmas. Christmas was something she could always count on. It never let her down; it gave her joy and always filled her heart with happiness and hope. At Christmas, Emmie felt like she was the best version of herself. She knew she could thank her parents for that. They had taught her that Christmas wasn’t about things, that it was about spending time with the people you loved most, making memories, and helping others. Looking back, Emmie could hardly remember the presents she got underneath the tree, because her favorite presents were always all the holiday activities they had done together as a family. Christmas had always been her mom and dad’s favorite time of year. So now, for Emmie, celebrating all things Christmas was her way to stay connected to her parents, honoring their memory the best way she knew how.

The fact that her friends had nicknamed her “Miss Christmas” was something she was proud of. Even when they teased her about sometimes going a little over the top with all her decorations and nonstop Christmas activities, she would just cheerfully counter with the fact that you could never have too much Christmas. And when it came to Christmas decorations, there was one in particular that always stole her heart.

White twinkling Christmas lights.

She loved them the most. She was prisoner to their magic and charm. The way they glittered and shimmered, drawing her in, casting a dreamlike spell over her, commanding a complete Christmas surrender. It was the kind of surrender that often triggered holiday decorating, shopping, movie watching, and baking binges. It was a good thing that Christmas was the one and only thing she didn’t mind surrendering to.

One of her favorite holiday activities she was doing right now, walking along the Seattle waterfront on a gorgeous clear, crisp winter day, admiring all the boats decked out, from bow to stern, with Christmas decorations. She loved how the sailboats had glittering lights all the way to the top of their masts. Every year she looked for one of her favorites, a sixty-foot sailboat with its mast decorated with green lights to look like a Christmas tree with a big silver star on top.

In addition to all the boats, the charming boutique waterfront shops were also beautifully decorated for Christmas, often embracing a nautical theme. They all had Christmas trees out front that were covered with things like stars, shells, starfish, sand dollars, and little boat ornaments.

As Emmie made her way to one of the shops, her smile grew. It was a perfect example of how the white twinkle lights were winning. Seascape Floral was in an exquisite Victorian home painted blue with white gingerbread trim and covered with sparkling white Christmas lights, giving it a fairy-tale feel. How could she resist? As she picked up her pace, she wrapped her emerald-green scarf a little tighter around her neck to combat the wind that had just kicked up, while cheerfully humming one of her many favorite Christmas songs, “Deck the Halls.”

She didn’t feel one bit guilty that this was the third time she’d visited the shop in the last week. She rationalized there was a little over a week left before Christmas, and she knew this was when the store always had some great last-minute sales. She also knew they were getting in fresh wreaths daily, and their stock was always changing, so she didn’t want to miss out on anything.

Seascape Floral was always her go-to place to get flowers throughout the year, with the owners Jeff and Jamie always designing creative arrangements highlighting local Pacific Northwest flowers like the area’s famous daffodils and tulips.

But it was Christmastime that Emmie enjoyed the most, when the shop transformed itself into a winter wonderland, overflowing with fresh-cut Christmas trees and evergreens from the Cascade Mountain Range that were lovingly turned into garlands, centerpieces, and Christmas wreaths. Another nod to natural and local was all the different kinds of holly the shop sold that were from the region.

The one thing the shop did import for the holidays that Emmie always looked forward to was the impressive three-foot blazing red poinsettias from Mexico. Her mom had taught her the trick to keeping them alive long after Christmas by always making sure to put them in bright but indirect light, keeping them moist, and never letting them sit in standing water.

Emmie had learned the hard way that having good drainage was essential; too much water was a surefire way to cause the poinsettias to drop their leaves and the plant to die. Her mom had also shown her how to keep a spray bottle close by so she could mist the poinsettias often. The plants liked humidity, and during the winter, inside with heaters and fireplaces, they could dry out quickly.

As she got closer to the shop she noticed a new display of Christmas wreaths being put up outside. A cute sign outlined in red and green Christmas lights said the wreaths were Christmas Spirit Wreaths, with the proceeds from their sale going to a children’s charity. The wreaths were a generous size, thirty-six inches, and made with freshly cut noble fir and cedar branches, juniper berries, and local pinecones. On the top of each wreath was a giant gorgeous red velvet bow. Emmie reverently touched one of the beautiful bows, gently running her fingers over the plush softness and smiling.

“You look like you want to come home with me,” she said to the wreath. After carefully taking it down, she spotted another Christmas Spirit Wreath nearby; it was decorated a little differently, but was equally impressive, adorned with colorful sprigs of holly. She hurried over and studied that one as well. “You want to come, too?” she asked the wreath, and waited a moment, as if waiting for an answer.

She was still smiling as she put the first wreath down so she could get the second one off the display. She struggled a little taking it down. “You guys are heavier than I thought.”

As she headed into the shop, she spotted one more Christmas Spirit Wreath she knew she had to have. This one had a lot of tiny red velvet ribbons with pinecones tied all around the wreath. After getting her third wreath down, she realized it was going to be tough to get them all into the shop, so she carefully leaned them against the display, got out her phone, and texted her best friend, Denise: 911 Emergency. Seascape Floral.

When she looked up, she saw Tommy, the owners’ son, opening up a new box of Christmas Spirit Wreaths. Her eyes lit up. She waved as she hurried over to him. “Merry Christmas, Tommy!”

Tommy smiled back at her as he started unpacking the wreaths. “Merry Christmas!”

“I didn’t know you were back from college,” Emmie said.

“Just got back last night,” Tommy answered.

Emmie laughed. “And your parents are already putting you to work.”

“Of course,” Tommy said. “But I don’t mind. After living in Florida, where it’s sunny and seventy every day, I’ve been kinda looking forward to coming home and helping out here. It just doesn’t feel like Christmas with a bunch of palm trees everywhere.”

“I get it,” Emmie said. “I love when it gets cold like this, so you can have hot chocolate and cider; make a fire; go skating, sledding, and skiing; make snow angels …”

Tommy’s laugh interrupted her. “Wow, sounds like you have it all planned out.”

Emmie grinned back at him. “Always.”

“I heard they’re getting a lot of snow in the mountains,” Tommy said. “I’m hoping to do some snowboarding while I’m home before I have to head back to the beach.”

“It’s supposed to be a record year for snow,” Emmie said. “I think you’re going to get your wish.”

“Are you still running the community center?” Tommy asked.

“I am,” Emmie said proudly.

“How’s it going?” Tommy said.

“Great. Busy,” Emmie answered. “It seems like every year there are more families who need our help, especially over the holidays. We’re putting on a big Christmas dinner, so that’s keeping us really busy right now, making sure we get enough donations and volunteers to help on the big day. I always appreciate you and your parents coming and helping and bringing some of the beautiful things you have here at the shop to help decorate.”

Tommy smiled back at her. “We always like helping.” When Tommy opened another new box of wreaths, Emmie quickly peered inside.

“Looking for a wreath?” Tommy asked as he pulled out a beauty and held it up for her to see. “I know how much you love Christmas. My parents always say you keep them in business this time of year.”

Emmie laughed. “I love your parents … and Christmas.” She eyed the wreath Tommy was holding. It was smaller than the wreaths she’d been looking at. “I’ve actually found a few wreaths I’m already getting. They’re bigger than this one.”

Tommy laughed. “Go big or go home, huh?”

Emmie flashed him a huge smile. “Always! What do you have here? What are Christmas Spirit Wreaths?”

“My mom created the idea and partnered with a local children’s charity,” Tommy said. “She’s putting us all to work, making the wreaths. They’re selling fast. Careful, if she sees you here, she’ll try to recruit you, too.”

“I’d love to help. Whatever I can do. I’ll give her a call,” Emmie said. “I’ll also spread the word at the community center. Maybe I can find you some more volunteers.”

Tommy smiled at her. “That would be great, thanks. Are you still shopping or are you ready to check out?”

Emmie gave Tommy a look. “Come on, Tommy. You know me better. I’m never done Christmas shopping, but this time, I think I’ve gotten more than I can carry so I’m waiting for reinforcements.” She picked up a garland and held it up to her nose and inhaled blissfully. “I think I might need this, too.”

Tommy laughed. “Of course you do.”

Emmie was eyeing a pretty evergreen centerpiece with three white candles when she saw Denise rushing toward her.

“You came!” Emmie said excitedly.

But Denise didn’t smile back. She looked worried. She held up her phone. “You texted me 911. You said it was an emergency? Are you okay? What’s going on?”

Emmie took Denise’s arm and led her over to where she’d left her three wreaths. She picked up one and handed it to Denise.

“What is this?” Denise asked. She looked confused.

“I needed help carrying these back to work,” Emmie said as she held up another wreath.

“What?!” Denise asked. “Please tell me this is not your emergency I rushed over here for.”

Emmie ignored the question and took Denise’s free hand. “Here, hold your arm out in front of you like this.” Emmie demonstrated, holding her arm straight out in front of her. When Denise did as she asked, Emmie slipped one of the wreaths onto her arm.

“Emmie, seriously? You already bought a bunch of wreaths last week, along with all the other Christmas decorations.”

Emmie laughed and loaded Denise down with the last wreaths, then pointed at the sign. “But these are Christmas Spirit Wreaths, and you can never have too much Christmas spirit.” Emmie pointed at the door. “If you could just help me get them into the shop so I can pay for them, we can get back to work.” When Emmie started to walk away, Denise called out after her.

“Where are you going?” Denise asked, confused.

Emmie grinned back at her and pointed over to Tommy, who was opening another box of Christmas Spirit Wreaths. “I just need one more.”

“Emmie! Seriously, no you don’t!” Denise called out to her.

But it was too late. Emmie had already seen the new wreath Tommy was pulling out of the box. It had extra pinecones and a magnificent red-and-green-plaid bow, and it was covered with Emmie’s favorite white lights.

“I love it!” she said as she reached for the wreath. “It’s perfect.”

But just as she grabbed the wreath, so did someone else, and there was a brief tug-of-war.

“Sorry, this one’s mine,” Emmie said, still focused on the wreath as she possessively pulled it toward her. But when the other person didn’t let go, surprised, she tightened her grip, almost crushing a pinecone, and looked up into the most piercing blue eyes she’d ever seen. For a moment, the man’s ruggedly handsome good looks almost made her forget all about the wreath, until his sexy laugh snapped her back to reality. She held on tight to her wreath, refusing to be swayed by his charm. When she smiled back sweetly at him, what she was really doing was preparing to do battle.

She cleared her throat and said loud and clear: “This is my wreath.” But when she locked eyes with him and tugged the wreath toward her, he still refused to let go. She would have sworn his eyes were twinkling with mischief. He looked amused. Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t like being made fun of. She was done playing around.

She turned toward Tommy. “Tommy, can you help me out here?”

Tommy looked about as uncomfortable as a snowman in a heat wave. He glanced from Emmie to the man and then back at Emmie.

“Actually,” Tommy started but didn’t have time to finish before the man carefully let go of the wreath. Still smiling, the man looked at Emmie.

“Hi, I’m Sam, and the wreath you’re strangling is actually mine. See the plaid bow and the lights?”

Emmie nodded. “Yes, that’s why I picked it.” She cheerfully fluffed up the bow. “The plaid bow is perfect, and I love the lights.”

As Emmie struggled to find the LED light switch, Sam took a step closer.

Emmie gave him a suspicious look.

Sam held up his hands in mock defense. “I was just going to show you how to turn on the lights. The switch should be right about here … ,” Sam said. He quickly reached into the wreath and found the switch to turn it on. When the wreath lit up, Emmie’s eyes lit up with it.

It never got old, Emmie thought. The magic of the lights. She remembered the first time she had ever seen a string of white twinkle lights. She had been a little girl watching her parents put the lights on their Douglas fir Christmas tree. She had been mesmerized by the way they had glowed and sparkled as she watched her parents proudly layer as many lights as they could get onto the tree. Emmie smiled thinking about how her mom used to always say the more Christmas lights you had the more Christmas wishes you got to make. She remembered how one of her favorite parts about the lights was how they warmed up the fresh tree branches, making them even more fragrant.

When her parents were finished putting up all the lights, they would always celebrate with a sweet kiss, silhouetted by the tree’s golden glow. Her dad would then swoop her up into his arms and hug her tight as both parents would kiss her on the cheek and tell her how much they loved her.

As soon as Emmie was old enough, her dad would pick her up so she could help put the lights on the tree. When she got too big to be picked up, she would stand on a chair to put up the lights, until she didn’t need the chair anymore.

Hanging the Christmas tree lights on the tree together was one of Emmie’s most cherished family traditions, and those lights would always symbolize two of the most precious things to her, family and love.

She remembered how her dad used to say that the white twinkling lights were like the stars in the sky that you could always make a Christmas wish on. When they were all done decorating the tree, they would stand together as a family, holding hands with their eyes shut, and make a Christmas wish.

For a moment, Emmie shut her eyes and felt the love of her parents, as if they were still by her side. When she opened her eyes and saw Sam watching her, she quickly snapped back to reality and looked down at the wreath, and knew it was meant to be hers. She wasn’t about to let it slip through her fingers, literally. She was done messing around.

“Are you okay?” Sam asked.

Emmie stood up straighter. “I’m great,” she said as she met his stare. “Since we agree this is my wreath.”

Sam laughed. “I don’t believe I agreed to that at all. I just let go of MY wreath so it wouldn’t get mangled.”

“Seriously?” Emmie asked.

Sam’s sexy smile was back. “Seriously.”
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Two can play at this game, Emmie thought. She returned Sam’s charming grin with one of her own best winning smiles before turning her attention to Tommy. “Tommy, tell him how I’m here all the time, and how I’ve been looking for the perfect wreath, and this one is exactly what I’ve been looking for.”

Tommy was watching them both and looking more uncomfortable by the second.

“She is here all the time,” Tommy said.

Emmie gave Tommy a grateful look. “Exactly.” She then turned her attention back to Sam. “So we’re good here?”

“But …” Tommy said.

Emmie’s eyes shot back to Tommy. She didn’t like the tone of his voice. “But?” she asked.

Tommy gave her an apologetic look. “But Mr. Riley ordered this wreath a couple weeks ago. It was custom-made for him. That’s why it’s bigger and has more pinecones and the bow is different from all the rest.”

Emmie’s smile faded as Tommy gently took the wreath from her and handed it over to Sam. “So this one’s … his?” she asked.

Sam gave her a little wave. “As I said, the name’s Sam.”

Emmie wasn’t amused. She turned her attention back to Tommy. “Do you have any more like this, with the white lights?”

Tommy shook his head. “Sorry. This one was made just for him.”

Sam laughed. “Again, it’s Sam. You can call me Sam.” Now Emmie was starting to feel really embarrassed and ashamed of her very un-Christmas-like behavior. She had always been the kind of person who admitted when she was wrong, and she knew if there was ever a time to admit it, it was now. She turned back to Sam. “I’m really sorry.” Her voice was sincere. I didn’t realize you had ordered the wreath ahead of time. I get a little carried away when I find something I love.”

“And she loves all things Christmas,” Tommy said. “We call her Miss Christmas.”

Sam looked intrigued as he smiled back at her. “Really? Well, that’s quite a name. So let me try again.” He held out his hand to Emmie. “My name is Sam. I just moved to the neighborhood. Nice to meet you.”

Emmie still looked a little guilty as she shook his hand. “Well, that’s nice of you to say after the way I behaved. I really am sorry about that, and your wreath is lovely. I love the plaid bow and the lights really make it magical. You have good taste.”

Sam smiled at her. “My sister’s the one who loves plaid bows. They’re always her favorite.”

Emmie gave the wreath one last longing look. “Having the lights just puts it over the top, and I love how big it is.”

“The bigger the better, right?” Sam asked. “You can never have too much Christmas spirit.”

Emmie gave him a surprised look. “That’s what I always say.” When their eyes met and held for a moment, Emmie felt a kindred spirit.

Sam held out the wreath. “You know what, take it. It’s yours.”

Emmie’s eyes flew from the wreath back to him. “What?”

He handed her the wreath. “If you love it that much, you should have it. I mean you being Miss Christmas and all.” His genuine smile went straight to Emmie’s heart. “I can get another one made, right, Tommy?”

Tommy smiled back at them. “Right. We’re a little backed up right now, because we have so much demand right before Christmas, but I can put a rush on it for you, since you gave yours to Emmie, and try to get you one tonight.”

“That’d be great,” Sam said. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

“Are you sure?” Emmie asked. “Now I feel like I’m the Grinch stealing your wreath.”

Sam laughed. “Yes, I’m sure. Enjoy it. Merry Christmas.”

Emmie didn’t even try to hide her gratitude. “Thank you. Thank you so much. Merry Christmas!”

As Emmie watched Sam walk away, Tommy unpacked another wreath. “It looks like the Christmas Spirit Wreaths are working already,” he said.

Emmie smiled back at him. “It sure does. That was really nice of him. I didn’t know you could special order. I’ll have to remember that for next year. I want all my wreaths from now on to have lights.”

Tommy laughed. “Okay, you got it. So are you ready to check out now?”

“Yes. Thank you,” Emmie said. “I have been looking for just the right wreath to get my boyfriend. He loves plaid, too, so he should love this.”

“Great. Let’s go,” Tommy said as he headed for the door.

As Emmie followed him inside, she also happily scooped up a pink poinsettia. “You can never have too much Christmas!” When she started singing “ ‘Deck the halls with boughs of holly,’ ” she stopped cold in her tracks. “Wait, Tommy, I think I need some more holly!”

AS EMMIE AND Denise strolled down the Seattle waterfront, Emmie was holding only one wreath. The one she had fought so hard for, the one with the plaid bow and Christmas lights. She’d already turned on the lights and looked as happy as one of Santa’s elves; Denise, not so much.

Emmie gave Denise an apologetic look. “I really am sorry,” Emmie said. “The last time I asked for them to deliver stuff, it took them forever, so I really was planning to carry everything back to work. That’s why I needed your help. And did you see that holly? It’s amazing.”

Denise shook her head but couldn’t help but smile when she saw Emmie’s face. Emmie looked so sincere and excited.

“It’s okay,” Denise said. “Someone needed to stop you from buying up the whole shop. It’s dangerous having them so close to work.”

“I think it’s fabulous and fate,” Emmie said as she happily held up her new wreath. “Or else I would have never found this when I was on my lunch break.”

Denise laughed as she looked at the wreath. “And you think Grant’s going to like that? Mr. Scrooge.”

Emmie playfully swatted Denise with her scarf. “Hey, that’s my boyfriend you’re talking about and he’s not a Scrooge. He’s just really busy with work.”

Denise didn’t look convinced.

“Seriously,” Emmie said, “Grant likes Christmas. He just hadn’t had time to get into the holiday spirit yet.”

“And you think a Christmas Spirit Wreath is going to help?” Denise asked.

“A Christmas Spirit Wreath with a plaid bow, extra pinecones, and white twinkle lights—uh, hello, yes! This is our first Christmas together. We’re making our own memories and now this wreath is going to be part of that. I’m going to get one like this every year. It can be one of our new traditions.”

Denise laughed. “Well you better get going if you two are planning to make some memories this year. Christmas is only a week away.”

“I know,” Emmie said. “That’s why I have the perfect Christmas plan.”

Denise laughed. “Oh, boy. What are you up to now?”

Emmie looked excited. “Grant knows how much Christmas means to me, so he said I could plan whatever I wanted for our little mini Christmas vacation that starts this weekend.”

“Really?” Denise looked impressed. “Grant agreed to a Christmas-themed vacation? Wow. Okay, so maybe I was wrong about him. What are you guys going to be doing?”

“I’ve put together a special Christmas scavenger hunt for him,” Emmie said excitedly.

“Wait, what?” Denise looked confused.

Emmie grinned back at her. “When I was little, we didn’t always have a lot of money for presents, but my dad would always do this special scavenger hunt for me. He’d wrap up my first clue, like a present, and it would lead me to my next clue, and I would have to follow all the clues to find my actual Christmas present. It was a way to make it more about the experience and not so much the gift. Honestly, I didn’t really care what I found as long as I figured out all the clues that brought me to that last present. That was the real gift, doing the scavenger hunt.”

“So, you’re going to do something like that for Grant?” Denise asked.

“Exactly,” Emmie said, happily holding up her wreath. “And he’s going to love it, just like he’s going to love this wreath.”

“But if he’s not that into Christmas, how is he going to be able to solve all the clues?” Denise asked.

“Don’t worry,” Emmie answered. “I’m making them super easy, and the last clue will bring him to Christmas Point, where I’ll be waiting, and I’ve planned all these special Christmas activities for us to do together.”

“Christmas Point?” Denise asked. “That Christmas town up in the mountains?”

Emmie nodded enthusiastically. “That’s the one.”

Denise looked skeptical. “And you think Grant’s going to go for that? I thought he was really busy at work.”

“He is,” Emmie said. “He’s trying to make partner at his law firm, but he’s set aside this time just for us. I can’t wait. There’s so many Christmas activities I want to share with him, and I’d like to find out what he likes to do best at Christmas so we can combine our traditions. It’s all finally coming together. I’ve been planning this for weeks.”

As they passed a Christmas tree at one of the stops, Emmie stopped and handed Denise the wreath and started adjusting the garland on the tree that had blown off in the wind. She also straightened up some lopsided silver bell ornaments. She turned and took the wreath back from Denise.

“So Grant has no idea about this scavenger hunt?” Denise asked.

“None.” Emmie laughed. “I’ve kept it all a secret. I want this to be a big surprise.”

Denise laughed. “Oh, it’s going to be a surprise, all right.”

Emmie gave Denise a look.

Denise laughed. “Come on. You know I’m just giving you a hard time.”

“More like Grant a hard time,” Emmie said. “You know Grant’s getting his firm to donate a hundred more Christmas dinners for us and is going to ask around about some volunteers.”

Denise smiled back at her. “That’s great. Grant’s great, and you two are great together. It’s just I know how you are at Christmas.”

Emmie put her arm around Denise. “Christmas is going to be great, too. Trust me. You’ll see and …”

Emmie’s voice trailed off when she spotted some new trees getting unloaded at the Christmas tree lot across the street. Excited, Emmie started heading that way until Denise grabbed her arm.

“Don’t even think about it,” Denise said, then laughed at Emmie’s innocent look. “You’ve already bought trees for home, for work, for other people. You’re good. You don’t need any more.”

“But …”

The rest of what Emmie was going to say was cut off by the sound of a shrieking referee whistle coming from her cell phone. She checked her phone quickly. “Okay, you win this time, but only because I’m late.”

Emmie picked up her walking pace.

Denise hurried to catch up. “You’re hostage to that app.”

“What?” Emmie gave her a look like she was crazy. “My On Track app is amazing. I put my whole schedule in it, and it keeps me on track, literally!”

“Except that you’re always overscheduling yourself, I’m hearing this crazy whistle alert all the time. You can’t do everything, Em.”

Emmie grinned back at her, grabbed her arm, and walked faster. “Watch me.”
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With the Bing Crosby classic “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas” playing loudly, Sam, quite pleased with himself, stood in the middle of his high-rise Seattle condo, looking around at all his Christmas decorations that were scattered everywhere. There wasn’t a spot that didn’t glitter.

The hardwood floor was covered with zigzagging Christmas lights that had all been plugged in to make sure they worked. In the corner, on the floor, in the one area that wasn’t already covered with lights, there was an eight-foot strand of a fresh evergreen garland that was waiting for its rightful place on the fireplace mantel.

Scattered across the condo was Sam’s colorful and eclectic wooden nutcracker collection, in all shapes and sizes—the tallest was four feet, the smallest six inches. They were all standing guard. No naughty mouse king was getting by them. On the dining room table, coffee table, end tables, and kitchen counter, dozens of beautiful ornaments were also waiting for their chance to shine on the Christmas tree, a Christmas tree Sam still needed to get because he hadn’t found the right one yet. He had the perfect spot for a tree, right in front of one of his floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over Lake Union. It was a stunning view that was made even more magical at Christmas when he could see all the houses and boats on the lake lit up with Christmas lights.

Carefully making his way into the kitchen, he eagerly opened a large pink-and-white-striped pastry box that said Patti’s Pastries. It was his favorite bakery and always well worth the trip, even if it was on the other side of the city. He’d first tried one of the bakery’s famous giant gingerbread boy Christmas cookies at a holiday party. He’d loved them so much, he’d tracked them down. As he carefully took one out of the box, his grin matched the cookie’s. He savored the first bite that was always the right leg, then the left, then the hands and body. He saved the head for last. He wasn’t quite sure why he ate the cookie in this order. All he knew was that he’d been doing it this way since he was a kid.

As he looked around his condo, he laughed a little. There were enough Christmas decorations to decorate three condos, and that was saying something, because his place was a generous size at twenty-five hundred square feet. It had three bedrooms and an office he never used much.

When he’d bought the place, he’d thought he wanted a dedicated space to work, just for his writing. But once he’d sat down in his office he felt claustrophobic, so he’d quickly moved his computer out into his dining room, where he found the natural light that flooded in and the views of the lake inspiring.

When he glanced over at his computer and saw one of his nutcrackers standing on top of it, he looked away quickly. He didn’t want to be reminded of the work he was supposed to be doing.

It made him feel better to look around his condo. He was happy with the choice he’d made to buy it. While it was in one of the city’s most prestigious buildings, nothing about his decor was pretentious or stuffy. His sister had offered to help him decorate after he spent the first six months living out of boxes. He’d agreed but had insisted that the vibe be laid-back and casual, as he was. He wanted people to walk in and feel instantly comfortable, not like they were in some fancy museum where they were too nervous to even sit on the couch.

Some of his favorite things about the design were the custom-made floor-to-ceiling massive mahogany bookcases filled with books and the other showstopper, a stacked stone fireplace that was the focal point of the room. His sister had done a great job. His place looked warm and inviting, exactly like he had hoped it would.

He was just about to take another big bite of the cookie when his doorbell rang. He was surprised because he wasn’t expecting anyone. Usually his doorman would ring him first. To get to his entryway he had to dodge various Christmas decorations and move a fierce and colorful four-foot nutcracker blocking the door.

“Sorry, big guy,” he said as he picked the nutcracker up and moved it a few feet away.

When he opened the door, he did a double take. Standing in front of him was Candace, his literary agent. She rarely made house calls.

She’d discovered him over ten years ago, right after he’d graduated from college and he’d sent her the first draft of his novel Snow Break. The story was about a college student who had disappeared during a snowstorm while taking a break from one of his classes. He could still remember the moment she had called him, saying that while the story was rough, she saw potential and had decided to work with him on a trial basis. That was more than ten years ago, and she’d been his agent ever since.

He would always be thankful that she had seen his potential and took a chance on him. He’d known when he’d sent her his manuscript that she usually took on only experienced authors, but he’d felt like he had nothing to lose, and he knew she had the reputation for being a straight shooter and would tell him if it was any good or not. Her unwavering candor was something he still both loved and feared. Feared, because he always worried if what he wrote was good enough, and she never minced words telling him when something wasn’t. And loved, because when she said something was good, he knew she really meant it. He’d always felt he’d rather know the truth straight up, good or bad, because then at least he knew how to handle it.

Over the years, Candace had become much more than just his agent. She had become his friend, his confidante, someone he trusted and respected, someone he never wanted to let down. They were like family, and just like family, she could drive him crazy sometimes. But deep down, he knew she only had his best interests at heart. Their relationship was about as real as it could get.

Now as Candace stood in his doorway, Sam knew by the look on her face that she wasn’t happy. Still, he remained cheerful and optimistic as he opened the door wider. “Candace, what a wonderful surprise. Merry Christmas!” When she didn’t smile back, his fears were confirmed: he was in trouble.

Before he could say another word, Candace, looking annoyed, held up a giant wreath. He was surprised to see it was his Christmas Spirit Wreath, exactly the way he had wanted it. It had the red-and-green-plaid bow, extra pinecones, and the white twinkle lights. The lights were turned off.

“Where did you get that?” he asked.

Candace gladly gave him the wreath and brushed off her immaculate winter-white cashmere coat. “Your doorman. He didn’t give me much choice. He said I could come up if I brought you the wreath. He wanted to get rid of it. He had so many other packages coming in, and it was taking up too much space. He tried to call you. So did I. But you never answer your phone.”

“I know, sorry.” Sam said. “I’ve just been busy. The ringer must be turned off.”

“That’s what you always say,” she shot back at him, not letting him off the hook.

Sam put his arm around her. “That’s because it’s true. Thanks for bringing my wreath up. Come in.”

“What in the world do you need a wreath this big for?” Candace asked as she started to enter the condo. “Where are you even going to put it?”

Sam proudly held it up to the door. “Right here, because this is a Christmas Spirit Wreath and this way anyone who walks by can see it and get a little Christmas spirit.”

Candace gave the wreath a Scroogy look that only grew when she saw the explosion of Christmas decorations in Sam’s living room. When she turned to face Sam, he almost laughed at the look of disbelief on her face.

“What’s going on?” Candace demanded. “It looks like the Grinch stole Christmas and brought everything here!”

Sam laughed as he followed her stare. “That’s a great description. I’ll have to use it in one of my books.” Carefully leaning the wreath against the wall, he walked over and picked up a string of Christmas lights. “I’m decorating.”

Candace shot him a deadpan look. “I can see that.” She marched over to the dining room table and snatched the nutcracker off his laptop. “What I don’t see is you working on your next book. You’ve already missed two deadlines to get the publisher an outline, a synopsis—anything explaining what your next book is going to be about.”

“I know,” Sam said as he took the nutcracker out of her hand and carefully placed it down next to his computer.

Candace put her hands on her hips and locked eyes with him. “What do you have so far?”

Sam felt his stomach tighten. He looked away from her and quickly maneuvered around her so he could go over to the pile of garland. He picked up the long strand and headed for the fireplace.

Candace was right on his heels. “Sam, I need an answer. How far are you?” Her no-nonsense voice overpowered the cheerful Christmas music.

Sam fought not to show how stressed out he felt. Instead, he concentrated on putting the garland on the fireplace mantel. But Candace wasn’t about to be ignored.

“Sam! Seriously, what’s going on?” she asked.

When Sam headed for the kitchen, Candace tried to follow but got tangled up in some lights on the floor and tripped, falling onto the couch. “Seriously? Have you booby-trapped this place?”

Sam’s laugh was even louder than Candace’s roar. “Did you just say booby trap? Who says that?”

Candace was battling the lights wrapped around her ankle. “Look, you’re the word master, not me. Oh, wait, that’s when you’re actually writing, because lately I haven’t seen anything from you. Not a word,” Candace said as she pointed a finger at him. “So don’t you be giving me a hard time.”

Sam tried to fight back another laugh but failed. When he sat down next to her and tried to help untangle her, she winced. Sam immediately grew concerned. “You okay?”

Candace nodded, looking even more annoyed. “I just twisted my ankle a little when I tripped.” She turned to face him. “I take that back. You know what? I’m not okay. You know why? Because I have an author who’s not writing, and it’s a problem. A big problem.”

Sam stood up and held out his hand to help Candace up and then went into the kitchen and got the Patti’s Pastries box. He opened it and held it out to Candace.

“This will make you feel better. I just bought a new batch, and you know they’re the best cookies in the city.” Sam took out a gingerbread boy and held it out to her.

But Candace ignored the cookie. Instead, she took the pastry box from him and shut the lid. “What I know is that your time is up. I’m not kidding, Sam. This is serious. The publisher isn’t messing around anymore. They want to see something from you, and they want to see it now. So I need the outline you promised me. Enough of all this Christmas stuff. Do you have something for me or not?”

Sam accidentally snapped the head off the gingerbread cookie he was holding. He hastily put both pieces down on the counter and finally met Candace’s stare. “No,” he said. “I don’t have anything.”

There was a moment of silence as Candace stared back at him. Then she let out a pained sigh. “How far along are you?”

Sam picked up a box of red and green glass Christmas ball ornaments. He held up a red one. “Which do you like better, the red or the green?”

Candace impatiently put down the pastry box and took the ornament from him. “Sam, I’m serious.”

Sam put down the ornaments and took the red one from her. He knew just how serious she was, and right now it was exhausting.

“Candace, you’re always serious,” he said. “You’re my agent. Work your magic. Buy me some more time.”

Candace locked eyes with him. “Do you have anything? Have you even started?”

To put some space between them, Sam walked over to his window and looked out at Lake Union. He could see the ripple of wind on the water. When a sailboat glided by, he wished he were on it.

“Sam?” Candace asked in a voice that clearly showed she was losing her patience.

“No,” he finally answered her in a flat voice. He hated disappointing her. When he turned to face her and saw the concerned look on her face, it only made him feel worse. It was so much easier to deal with the impatient, bossy, and demanding Candace. The kind and concerned Candace always made him feel guilty when he knew he wasn’t giving her what she needed from him.

More than anything, he wanted to smile back at her now and tell her everything was going to be okay, but the trouble was, he didn’t know if that was true anymore, and he was scared, really scared, because he didn’t know if he’d even be able to write again like he used to.

“Sam, what is it?” Candace asked in a voice that was a bit softer.

He felt like she could read his mind. Sometimes he thought she knew him better than he knew himself. He watched as she picked up a picture off the table. It was a picture of him and his sister when they were little, standing by a Christmas tree.

She walked over to him and gently put her hand on his shoulder. “I know you’ve had a hard time writing since your sister passed away last Christmas.”

“Candace, please.” Hearing those words was a direct hit to his heart.

She moved closer and put her arm around him. “But you have to keep writing. It’s what you do. It’s who you are.”

Sam, struggling, picked up a silver star ornament that sparkled with Swarovski crystals. It glistened when it caught the light.

“You know Katie was the one I always bounced ideas off of. Ever since we were kids, she would read everything I wrote.” He held out the star to Candace. “She was my guiding light. Without her, when I try and write, I just feel … lost.”

Candace’s eyes softened. “I understand. I really do. I know it’s been hard losing Katie. I loved her, too, but she was a fighter. She fought so hard to beat cancer. She never gave up, and I know she wouldn’t want you giving up on your writing. She believed in you and she was so proud of you.”

Sam inhaled deeply and looked into Candace’s eyes. “I know. I’m just … stuck.” He looked around the room. “That’s why I’m doing all this. Decorating. It’s what Katie and I always did together at Christmas. I guess it’s my way of keeping her with me. The more Christmas things I do, the closer I feel to her, and it doesn’t hurt so much.”

“Then decorate,” Candace said. “Buy all the decorations you want. You can even come over and decorate my place, but you need to start writing again.”

Candace took both of Sam’s hands and looked into his eyes. “Sam, as your agent and your friend, I need you to listen to me and hear me. This is it. If you don’t get an outline for your next book to the publisher by January first, they’re canceling your book series.”

Sam, stunned, let go of both her hands. “Can they do that?”

“Yes, you’ve broken your contract. They can’t wait any longer. They need the outline by January first. That’s their final deadline.”

Stressed, Sam raked his fingers through his hair. “But I don’t have anything good to outline.”

“Sam, you’re a bestselling mystery writer. Everything you write is good.”

Candace picked up the pastry box of gingerbread boy cookies and headed for the door. This time she expertly dodged the multiple strands of Christmas lights.

“I have a few ideas I’ll send over to you.” She held up the pastry box. “I’m taking these with me. You need to stop eating all this sugar and start eating healthier. I need you clear-headed this weekend. We have a lot of work to do.”

Sam still looked concerned.

Candace paused halfway out the door and looked back at him. “It’s going to be okay. You’re not alone in this. We’re a team and we can do this. We can do this.”

Sam gave her a grateful look. “Thank you, Candace. Thank you for everything.”

“Start writing,” Candace said. “Just sit down and write anything that comes to your mind. It doesn’t have to be anything you’ll ever use. Don’t overthink it. Just start writing and something will come to you. Okay?”

Sam nodded and looked over at his computer. “Okay.”

“I know what I’m going to send you that will help. I’ll check in later. Now get to work.”

After Candace shut the door, Sam stood for a moment looking at it and then looked over again at his computer. Where usually his computer was like his best friend, now it only seemed to mock him. He let out a long sigh. He was determined to try to do what Candace asked, to just try to write anything to get going. He walked over and picked up the nutcracker that was standing guard next to his computer.

He smiled a little as he studied it. It was dressed in a traditional regal red military jacket paired with bright yellow pants and shiny black boots. It had long snow-white hair sticking out from under its gold crown, and it was holding a glittering gold sword. Somehow it managed to look fierce and festive all at the same time.

Sam opened his computer and looked at the nutcracker. “She said to write anything that comes to mind.” He stared at the blank screen for several seconds, then pounded out one word—cookies— and shut his laptop.

BY THE TIME Sam got to Patti’s Pastries, he was lucky to get the last five gingerbread boy cookies. When the girl behind the counter went to wrap up his box with the traditional pink satin ribbon, he quickly stopped her.

“Wait, hold on one second,” Sam said. He quickly snagged a cookie out of the box and bit off the cookie’s right leg. His smile grew as he instantly felt better. Christmas cookies always seemed to fix everything. “I’m addicted to these cookies. They remind me of the ones my grandma used to make.” Sam shut the lid on the box. “Now you can go ahead and wrap up the box.”

The girl behind the counter grinned back at him. “We’ll have more in the morning if you want to come back.”

“Oh, trust me. I’ll be back,” Sam said. “Thanks. Merry Christmas!”

“Merry Christmas,” the girl answered.

Sam took another bite of his cookie as he headed out the door. He knew exactly where he needed to go next.

WHEN SAM ARRIVED at the Fir Ever Christmas tree lot, he was determined not to leave the lot until he had a Christmas tree so he could finally put up all his decorations and then hopefully concentrate on coming up with his next book idea. He knew he owed it to Candace and himself to do everything possible to try to start writing again and save his career before it was too late. The clock was ticking …

He had found the Fir Ever Christmas tree lot because it was so close to Seascape Floral and he liked its festive feel. The lot was lit up with dozens of strands of
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