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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Nora

          

        

      

    

    
      The coffee maker hissed and sputtered in the kitchen, filling the air with dark roast that would pair perfectly with Martha’s muffins. I wiped down the butcher block counter for the third time, my hands moving through the familiar rhythm of preparing breakfast service. December light filtered through the tall windows, catching on the vintage glass panes my grandmother restored by hand years ago. Everything about this place held Nan’s fingerprints.

      “Morning, Nora.” Martha emerged from the pantry with a sheet of fresh muffins, her gray braid swinging. She’d worked at the inn longer than I’d been alive. “Cranberry orange today. Your grandmother’s recipe.”

      My throat went tight. “They smell amazing, and they look perfect, as always.”

      “Table four is asking about the Christmas market schedule.” She set the tray on the cooling rack. “I told them you’d have the details at breakfast.”

      I nodded, mentally running through the event timeline. The Hollow Inn had sponsored the town’s Christmas celebrations since the start. My grandmother was a founder of the festival and had started the tradition of hosting festival guests, offering special packages that included tickets to events and homemade cookies shaped like stars. I’d kept every detail exactly as had been when she died.

      Except she wasn’t here anymore.

      I pushed that thought aside and grabbed the coffee carafe. The dining room buzzed with conversation—a mix of couples celebrating anniversaries, families escaping city stress, and the handful of locals who came for Martha’s muffins each morning as the Walking Club made their way back off the trails behind the inn. I moved between tables, refilling mugs and answering questions about the festival events, the lighting of the tree, and the best place to see the lights on Main Street. It was already December first, and this weekend would be really busy.

      “Nora, dear.” Mrs. Patterson touched my wrist as I poured her second cup. She and her husband had been coming to the festival every year for as long as I could remember. “The garland on the staircase is lovely. Jenny would be so proud.”

      I managed a smile, though the mention of my grandmother still pierced my heart. “Thank you.”

      The inn looked exactly as it should. I made sure the pine roping wound evenly around the bannister and that the white lights twinkled from every window. And of course, the antique ornaments my grandmother collected were displayed on the mantel. I’d hung each one myself last week, standing on the same stepladder she’d used, touching the delicate glass and remembering her hands steadying mine when I was just a little girl.

      A year. She’d been gone a full year, and sometimes the grief still caught me off guard—a sharp pressure in my chest that made it hard to breathe.

      Once I’d finished the breakfast rounds, I retreated to the back office, needing a moment away from the cheerful holiday energy. Nan’s desk sat in the corner, exactly as she’d left it. I hadn’t moved anything. I couldn’t.

      The stack of leather-bound ledgers was on the bookcase, colorful bookmarks sticking out in all directions. The tin of peppermints that doubled as a paperweight was still perched on a stack of letters. The framed photo of her and my grandparents–Milo and Jenny–on their wedding day, had pride of place under the old lamp.

      I sank into the chair and pulled open the bottom drawer, where I’d stashed the folder of bills. Storm damage from last winter still needed to be repaired. The bathroom window in room twenty-two leaked when it rained hard. The boiler made concerning noises I’d been ignoring because the quote for replacement had stopped my heart. All told, I was looking at one hundred and twenty thousand dollars in repairs, and with the insurance and payroll and the mortgage and...

      The letter from First Mountain Bank sat on top. I just had my fifth consecutive month with a late payment. They wanted me to please contact their office immediately to schedule an appointment to discuss my account status and available options.

      I’d read it twice already. Then I spoke to my accountant, who explained what some of those “available options” meant—restructuring the debt that would eat what little profit margin I had left, or selling to a developer before they forced my hand. Banks talked. Word got out when old properties like mine struggled. It was after the first letter when the corporate development groups came out of the woodwork, with the bank’s support, ready to buy at a discount and strip and rebuild. At least the credit agencies just wanted money. The property groups wanted to erase Nan’s legacy entirely.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I’d figure it out.

      My phone buzzed with a text from my mother:

      
        
          
            
              
        Might be coming for Christmas this year. Staying at the inn. Hope that’s okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at the message. Nothing about my parents had been okay since the divorce. My father had already texted last week asking about room rates—room rates, like I was some stranger running a business instead of his daughter trying to keep his mother’s legacy alive while he and Mom carved up their thirty-five marriage and sold the family home.

      I closed the folder and shoved it back in the drawer. The numbers could wait. Right now, I needed to get through the town meeting about festival logistics without letting anyone see the cracks.
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        * * *

      

      Town Hall held a specific air of old wood and burnt coffee. I slid into my usual seat near the front, nodding at familiar faces. Ruth Franken, the mayor, shuffled papers at the podium while people filed in.

      The room filled with the comfortable buzz of small-town conversation—everyone knowing everyone, easy shorthand replacing actual introductions.

      “Hey, Nora.” Carter Hayes dropped into the seat beside me, his hardware store jacket still dusted with sawdust. “How’s the inn holding up?”

      “Fine.” I couldn’t muster even a little excitement. Carter had been helping with festival setups since we were teenagers. He was one of the reliable ones. “You bringing supplies for the stage setup?”

      “Already loaded in the truck.” He grinned. “Beck’s dropping off extra hay bales from his ranch tomorrow for the nativity scene. Said to tell you he’ll bring them to the back entrance so you don’t have to deal with the mess.”

      “Good.” I felt my shoulders soften slightly.

      Beck Holloway might be traditional to the point of stubborn, but he’d been bringing hay and firewood to the inn every December since my grandmother’s arthritis made hauling supplies impossible. Some people earned trust through years of consistency.

      “All right, everyone.” Ruth tapped the microphone, sending feedback squealing through the room. “Let’s talk Christmas festival. We’ve two weeks left to prep and make this the best one yet.”

      The meeting followed the usual pattern—committee reports, volunteer signups, arguments about parking. I committed the inn to hosting the hot cocoa social, promised hot cocoa for the tree lighting, and agreed to co-sponsor one of the evening mulled wine gatherings at The Lantern. My grandmother had started so many of these traditions years ago. It was bittersweet to be doing this without her.

      “One more thing.” Ruth consulted her notes. “We’ve got press interest this year. A travel writer from a lifestyle magazine wants to cover small-town Christmas traditions. He’s already in town, actually. Checking out our local businesses and meeting everyone. Caroline’s already coordinating with him about photographing Hale House during the winter wedding next week.”

      My spine straightened. Press interest. My jaw clenched. I knew what that meant.

      “That’s wonderful,” someone said behind me.

      Sure. Wonderful. I’d seen property scouts use that exact cover story before, and had the scars to prove it.

      The meeting wrapped up with assignments and deadlines. I grabbed my coat and headed for the door, avoiding the knots of people chatting in the aisles. Cold air hit my face as I stepped outside, and I breathed it in, letting the sharp, clean December air fill my lungs.

      The walk back to the inn took fifteen minutes. Long enough to remind myself that I was being paranoid. That not everyone was a threat. That my grandmother would have told me to stop seeing enemies in every shadow.

      But she’d also taught me to trust my instincts. And my instincts said trouble was coming.
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        * * *

      

      He walked through the door at three-thirty, a leather duffel on his shoulder, looking around with the kind of bright interest that immediately made me suspicious. Tall, dark hair, an expensive winter coat that tried to look casual. He had a camera bag over one shoulder and a smile that belonged in a toothpaste commercial.

      “Hi.” He approached the front desk, parked his suitcase against the wall, and beamed his smile at me. “I’m James Hartley. I have a reservation?”

      I pulled up the system and found his name. He booked through Christmas, and paid in advance with a corporate card.

      Of course.

      “Welcome to the Hollow Inn.” I kept my voice professionally pleasant and nothing more. “I’ll need an ID and credit card.”

      “Sure.” He handed them over, still smiling. “This place is beautiful. The original woodwork in the entrance—is that quarter-sawn oak?”

      My fingers paused on the keyboard. Most guests asked about Wi-Fi passwords and breakfast times. “Yes.”

      “And the stained glass in the front window?” He gestured toward the colorful panel above the door. “Arts and Crafts period?”

      I glanced over his shoulder at the panel, remembering when Nan and I had found it at the Brimfield Flea Market in Massachusetts when I was a kid. “That’s right.” I finished the check-in process and pulled a brass key from the drawer. “You mentioned you’re a writer?”

      “For New England Wanderer.” He leaned against the counter as if we were old friends. “It’s a small travel magazine focused on authentic regional experiences. That’s what brought me here. Your reputation for preserving tradition while staying relevant. I want. learn more about how communities maintain their identity without becoming tourist traps.”

      The words sounded rehearsed. I’d heard variations of this speech before—always from people who wanted something more than a good story.

      “How long have you been in the hospitality business?” He tapped on his phone, taking notes. “This inn has been in your family for three generations, right?”

      I stiffened. “How did you know that?”

      “Research.” He smiled wider. “I like to understand the places I write about. The Hollow Inn seems to be the heart of Temptation Hollow’s Christmas celebrations. I’d like to learn more about how that tradition started.”

      Too many questions. Too much interest in the building’s history and structure. Too familiar with details he shouldn’t know yet.

      I’d seen this act before.

      “Your room is on the second floor.” I handed him his key. “Room twenty-five. Breakfast is from seven to nine. The Wi-Fi password is on the card in your room.”

      “Second floor.” He took the key, examining it with another smile. “Vintage keys too. This place really commits to the historic charm.”

      “We commit to preservation,” I said. “The stairs are through that door.”

      “No problem.” He didn’t seem bothered. “I’m looking forward to exploring the town. Perhaps we could sit down for an interview sometime? I’d love to hear about the inn’s role in the community.”

      “I’m busy with festival preparations.” I turned back to my computer, dismissing him. “Enjoy your stay.”

      He hesitated, as if he wanted to push further, then seemed to think better of it. “Thanks. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

      I watched him head for the stairs, noting the way he paused to photograph the carved newel post.

      Martha appeared from the kitchen as his footsteps faded up the stairs. “That was chilly.”

      “He’s prying.” I closed the registration screen. “He says he’s a travel writer researching Christmas traditions.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “And you don’t believe him?”

      “I’ve heard that story before.” My jaw ached from clenching. “They’re always researching something. Then, a little while later, you get an acquisition offer that says they’re working with the bank and they know you can’t hold on forever.”

      “Honey, maybe he really is a writer.”

      “Maybe.” I didn’t believe it. Couldn’t afford to believe it. “Either way, he gets room twenty-five.”

      Martha tried to hide her smile. “That’s a little harsh.”

      “He’ll survive.” I grabbed the pile of mail that needed sorting. “If he’s really just here to write about Christmas traditions, perhaps a cold room will add to the charm.”
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        * * *

      

      I watched him from my office window as the sun set through the trees. He’d changed into a heavy sweater and scarf, bundled up like he was heading into a blizzard instead of a mild December evening. His room must be doing its job.

      Good.

      He stood in the side yard, camera raised, photographing the inn in the golden light. His breath made clouds in the cold air. I stepped around to the kitchen, tracking him as he circled the inn, stopping every few feet to change angles, to capture different perspectives.

      Not like a writer gathering atmosphere for an article.

      Like someone documenting a property.

      Martha appeared beside me with two mugs of tea. “He’s rather good-looking, don’t you think?”

      I took the mug without looking at her. “I haven’t noticed.”

      “Mm-hmm.” She sipped her tea. “Your grandmother would have invited him for cocoa by now. Given him a warmer room, at least.”

      “My grandmother died.” The words came out harder than I had intended. “And even though she had her share of people snooping around looking for a way to weasel into her business, she hadn’t been inundated with these parasites every few months.” She also hadn’t allowed herself to fall behind on the mortgage which was the same as throwing chum to the sharks.

      Martha was quiet for a moment. Then she squeezed my shoulder and left, taking her tea with her.

      I stayed at the window. James finished with the exterior shots and pulled out his phone, typing notes. Long notes. Detailed notes. Then I moved through to the common room to watch as he he photographed the inn’s facade from the front yard, his shoulders hunched against the wind.

      James Hartley fit the pattern perfectly.

      My grandmother had poured her heart into this place for her whole life. The inn wasn’t just a business—it was her legacy made real, everything she’d built with her own hands.

      I would not let some corporate spy destroy it because he saw dollar signs where she’d seen home.

      Let him take his photos. Let him ask his questions. I’d be watching every move, protecting every inch of this place. The Hollow Inn wasn’t for sale. Not to him, not to anyone.

      He wanted to study authentic small-town traditions? He was about to get a lesson in just how fiercely a small town protected its own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            James

          

        

      

    

    
      The room was beautiful—and cold.

      I set my suitcase on the bench at the foot of the four-poster bed and pulled my coat collar tighter. The walls were cream, botanical prints hung in simple frames, and a reading chair upholstered in forest green sat near the window. The old sash windows had a view of the town square through the trees that lined the long driveway off of main street. I could feel the draft as I stepped close to the glass. The room was charming, but damn, it was chilly.

      My phone buzzed. Dad’s name lit the screen, right on schedule.

      I answered on the second ring, keeping my voice low. “Hey.”

      “James.” My father’s voice came through crisp and direct, the way it always did during business hours. “Have you completed the initial assessment?”

      I sat on the edge of the bed, the bedsprings creaking beneath me. Through the thin walls, I could hear laughter from somewhere else in the inn, the sound of footsteps in the hall. “I just checked in. Haven’t had time to do much yet.”

      “The Castellano property should be straightforward.” Papers rustled in the background. “Historic building, outdated systems, prime location. Our guy at the bank thinks they’re near the end of their rope. Your mother wants this acquisition finalized before the quarter closes at year end.”

      The Castellano property. Not the Hollow Inn. Not someone’s home and business. Just a line item on a development proposal.

      I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to ease the tension gathering there. “I’ll need at least a week to evaluate. Maybe two.”

      “A week is sufficient. Send preliminary findings by then.”

      “The owner seems—” I paused, searching for the right word. Hostile. Suspicious. Gorgeous in a way that made my brain forget how to form complete sentences. “Protective of the place.”

      “Sentiment doesn’t change market value.” Dad’s tone shifted, becoming the one he used when closing deals. “We’re offering a fair price for what amounts to a struggling bed-and-breakfast. The location deserves better development. Modern resort, proper amenities, year-round appeal. You know what to do.”

      I looked at the drafty room around me, at the careful way someone had placed a vase of dried flowers on the dresser. The small touches that spoke of personal care. The inn had been in Nora Castellano’s family since her grandparents had purchased it back in 1940.

      I’d done my research.

      Jenny and Milo Castellano bought the place the year they got married and raised their family here while transforming it into a B&B. It started as a five-room house, and now had ten guest rooms in addition to the originally, attached family home. The Hollow Inn was Jenny’s dream, and she devoted herself to it until she died last winter, just after her one-hundredth birthday. She left it to her granddaughter, Nora Castellano, who had been working at the Inn alongside her grandmother since she was a kid.

      “I’ll send the report when it’s ready,” I said.

      “Friday, James.”

      He hung up before I could respond.

      After Dad hung up, I opened my laptop. Two documents stared back at me.

      The first: my article draft for New England Wanderer. Notes about authentic small-town Christmas traditions, preliminary thoughts about Temptation Hollow’s festival planning, a list of interview questions and quotes I needed from townspeople about what made the inn special. This was the work I actually cared about—the magazine my parents funded as a compromise three years ago to keep me doing acquisitions. What was supposed to be a vanity project had become legitimate: 50,000 subscribers, articles picked up by major outlets, advertisers, actual profit margins.

      Not that my father would acknowledge it mattered. “Nice hobby,” he’d said last quarter. “But acquisitions is your real value to this company.”

      The second document: Commonwealth’s acquisition template. Property specifications, structural assessment, demolition cost estimates, resort development projections. This was what Dad expected—my “real” job. Find properties, evaluate them, recommend acquisition.

      I was good at both. That was the problem.

      I looked at the Hollow Inn notes. They existed in both documents—historic charm and outdated infrastructure, authentic hospitality and renovation costs, community centerpiece and prime development location.

      Two ways of seeing the same place. Two different stories I could tell.

      Only one would get published. The other would be filed away in Commonwealth’s confidential folders, read only by demolition crews and resort architects.

      I closed my laptop and tried not to think about how much I hated doing this. I tried to remember the last time Dad had said something to me that wasn’t about the business. When was the last time Mom had asked about my life instead of the quarterly projections? They’d built Commonwealth Hospitality Group from nothing, turning a single boutique hotel into a portfolio of properties across three states in New England. I respected that. Admired it, even.

      But thinking about the way Nora had looked at me when I checked in—like I was something dangerous she needed to watch—I felt the weight of what they expected me to do. And how much I really didn’t like my job at all.

      I stood and crossed to the window. Snow had started falling, dusting Main Street in white. Through the glass, I could see the town square, strung lights already glowing in the early December dusk. People moved between shops, calling greetings to each other, pausing to chat despite the cold.

      A knock on the door made me turn.

      “Mr. Hartley?” A woman’s voice, almost a whisper. “I’m BethAnn. Just wanted to check if you need extra blankets.”

      I opened the door to find a woman in her late twenties with short blonde hair holding a stack of quilts. Her cheeks were pink, and she wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      “That would be great. Thank you.”

      She handed them over, then hesitated. “Let us know if you need anything else.”

      “It’s fine.” I gave her what I hoped was an easy smile. “The room is great. Really.”

      I closed the door and looked at the quilts in my arms, then back at the room with its drafty windows. Festival guests got the warm rooms with functioning radiators and tight window seals, I bet. The travel writer asking too many questions got the charming but freezing corner room that was probably perfect in the spring and summer and miserable otherwise.

      Nora Castellano had made her position clear without saying a word.

      I should have been annoyed. Should have called down to the desk and insisted on a different room, pulled the professional card, reminded her that guest comfort was supposed to be priority.

      Instead, I almost smiled.

      Well played, Castellano.

      I needed to see the town anyway. Evaluate the area, check out competing properties, get a sense of whether Temptation Hollow could support the kind of resort development my parents envisioned. That’s what I told myself as I pulled on my coat and headed out into the December cold.
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        * * *

      

      Main Street curved through the town center, lined with buildings that looked like they’d been standing forever. Brick facades, wooden signs, window boxes that held evergreen branches and red berries now but probably overflowed with flowers in summer.

      Hayes Hardware had a hand-painted sign above the door. I paused outside The Honey Crumb café, drawn by the smell of cinnamon and fresh bread, steam fogging the windows. Bellwether Books had stacked bestsellers alongside staff recommendations written on note cards.

      No chain stores. No corporate franchises. Just local businesses, the kind that knew their customers by name.

      A woman came out of the bookstore as I passed, juggling several packages. The door swung wide and bounced back, about to hit her, and I caught it.

      “Oh! Thank you.” She adjusted her grip on the bags and smiled. “You’re new in town.”

      Not a question. A statement.

      “Just arrived today. I’m staying at the Hollow Inn.”

      “Ah, Nora’s place. You picked a good week to visit—Christmas festival starts soon.” She shifted the packages. “I’m Chelsey Pope. My husband Brian and I own the bookstore.”

      “James Hartley.”

      She headed off with a wave, and I continued down the street, that interaction sitting strange in my chest. No suspicion. No wariness. Just welcome, the kind that made me feel like maybe I belonged somewhere.

      I passed The Shiny Spoon diner, where families crowded into booths and a waitress refilled coffee without being asked. The town hall had a banner announcing the festival schedule. Even the sheriff’s office looked less official than cozy, with a wreath on the door.

      This wasn’t what I’d expected.

      Dad’s reports had described Temptation Hollow as dying, the kind of place young people left and never came back to. Outdated infrastructure, limited economic opportunity, surviving on nostalgia rather than sustainability. The Hollow Inn was supposed to be the crown jewel of an acquisition that would bring “real development” to the area.

      But walking these streets, watching people greet each other by name, seeing businesses that had weathered decades and intended to weather decades more—this didn’t look like a town that needed saving. It looked like a community that had figured out what mattered and held onto it.

      I stopped in front of a store with “Hale House Event Venue” on a brass plaque. The building stood back from the street, elegant even in winter.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      I turned to find an older man standing beside me, hands in his pockets. He had the weathered look of someone who worked outside, laugh lines deep around his eyes.

      “I was just thinking that,” I said.

      “Hale House has been part of this town since the beginning. Named after Temptation Hale herself—the woman who gave the Hollow its name.” He nodded toward the building. “Story goes she was the preacher’s daughter, back in the settlement days. Father tried to name her something proper, but she came out screaming like she had opinions. Mother called her Temptation as a joke, and it stuck.”

      “Never thought about where the name came from,” I said, curious how I had missed this piece of its history.

      “Tempe Hale made this place what it is. Taught folks that joy wasn’t something to fear, that celebration mattered as much as sacrifice. When she died, they renamed the town after her.” He glanced at me and extended his hand. “Beck Holloway. My family runs a ranch just outside town.”

      “James Hartley.” His grip was firm, callused. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Where you from, James?”

      “Boston, originally. But I’ve been moving around a lot for work.”

      Beck nodded, accepting that without pressing. “Well, welcome to Temptation Hollow. Hope you enjoy the festival.”

      He headed off, and I stood there watching him go, pressure building in my chest. These weren’t people who would benefit from a modern resort. They’d built something here, something that worked because it was small and interconnected and real.

      And I was supposed to be the first step in tearing it down.

      When I got back to the inn, the common areas were full of guests. A fire crackled in the stone fireplace, casting warm light across overstuffed furniture. People sat with books and mugs, chatting in small groups. Someone had put on soft music, and the air smelled like pine and wood smoke.

      I still had my coat on, scarf wrapped tight, and as I moved through the space I became aware of the contrast. All the guests were wrapped in blankets, socked feet propped on ottomans. They all seemed comfortable, at home.

      BethAnn smiled as she caught my eye from behind a small service station where she was arranging fresh pastries. “Can I get you some hot cider, Mr. Hartley?”

      “That would be great.” I took off my coat and stuffed my scarf into the sleeve. “And it’s just James.”

      She ladled cider from a slow cooker into a ceramic mug and handed it over. The smell of cinnamon and cloves rose with the steam. “There are seats by the fire if you want.”

      “Thanks.” I took a chair that put me at an angle to see the front desk, where Nora stood reviewing paperwork. She’d changed into a dark green sweater that made her eyes look even more striking, her hair pulled back in a way that showed the line of her jaw. As I watched, an elderly couple approached with a question, and her entire face transformed—warm smile, patient attention, the kind of care that made people feel seen.

      Then her gaze shifted toward me, and everything shuttered closed. She said something to the couple and disappeared into the back office.

      I finished the cider and stood, catching BethAnn struggling with a stack of firewood near the hearth. The logs were slipping in her arms, threatening to scatter across the floor.

      “Here, let me help.” I took half the stack from her before she could protest.

      “Oh—thank you.” She looked relieved as we arranged the wood in the wrought-iron holder beside the fireplace. “I usually make two trips, but I thought I could manage.”

      “No problem. Do you need help with the rest?”

      “That was it, but thank you. Really.”

      I nodded and returned to my seat, aware that Nora had emerged from the office and witnessed the exchange. Her expression was unreadable before she turned back to her paperwork.

      BethAnn exchanged my empty mug with a fresh cider, which was perfect—not too sweet, with just enough spice—and felt the absurdity of the situation settle over me. I was an acquisition consultant for a major hospitality group, sent to evaluate a property for demolition. At thirty-one, I had over a decade of industry experience and credentials most people my age only dreamed about. I could walk into any hotel in the country and catalog its weaknesses, its inefficiencies, its untapped potential.

      And here I sat, in this cozy living room, surrounded by a room full of guests who seemed like they stepped out of an idyllic scene from a movie, drinking excellent cider while the beautiful owner avoided looking at me.

      An older man settled into the chair beside me nodded a greeting. “Hey there. First time at the Hollow Inn?”

      “Yes, sir. You?”

      “Lord, no. My wife and I come every December for the festival. Wouldn’t miss it.” He gestured toward a woman playing cards with another woman across the room. She waved back at us. “There’s something about this place. The way Nora runs it—her grandmother, Jenny, before her—it’s not just a business. It’s a home that happens to have guests.”

      I’d only been for a day and I understood what he meant, despite the way Nora glared at me. “How long have you been coming?” I asked.

      “Oh, it’s been years now. Tansy and I came for our anniversary once years ago, fell in love with the town. Now it’s tradition.” He leaned back and offered me his hand. “I’m Hank. Hank Patterson.”

      “Happy Anniversary.” I shook his hand and smiled, “James Hartley.”

      “First time here, you said?” He settled deeper into his chair, cradling his mug of cider. “What made you pick the Hollow Inn?”

      “Research for an article,” I said. “Small-town Christmas traditions.”

      “Ah.” He nodded, thoughtful. “Well, you picked the right place.” He glanced toward his wife across the room. “What is it, honey? Fifteen years? Sixteen?” She held up both hands with five fingers spread, pumped one hand and then added one more finger. He chuckled. “Sixeen years we’ve been coming here. I still can’t quite put my finger on what makes it special. It’s not the fanciest place we’ve stayed. Better hotels out there, technically speaking.”

      “But you keep coming back.”

      “We do. Something about this place feels like coming home. Not our home, exactly. But a home. The kind where someone knows how you take your coffee by the second morning, where the owner actually remembers your name from year to year. You can’t manufacture that, no matter how much money you throw at a place.”

      I took another sip of cider and tried to hide my guilt behind the mug.

      “These days, everything’s so polished,” he continued. “So designed. Places that look perfect in photographs but feel empty when you’re standing in them. This inn? It’s the opposite. Bit drafty in the old wings, wallpaper’s faded in spots, but it feels lived in. Like it has stories in its walls.” He paused. “That’s what makes somewhere worth coming back to, I think.”

      I thought about my apartment back in Boston, the expensive furniture I’d bought because it looked good in photos. Everything curated, nothing earned. No memory attached to any of it, no story behind why that chair sat in that corner or who’d given me that lamp.
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        * * *

      

      I tried to talk to Nora twice that evening.

      The first time, she was behind the desk entering something into the computer, concentration clear in the way she bit her lower lip. I approached slowly, hands in my pockets, trying to look casual instead of like someone conducting corporate espionage.

      “Hi. I just wanted to say thank you for the room. And the cider. It’s really⁠—“

      “That’s what we’re here for.” She didn’t look up from the screen.

      “I was wondering if you had time to talk about the inn’s history? For the article I’m⁠—“

      “I’m busy right now.” Her fingers moved across the keyboard, still not meeting my eyes. “If you need anything, BethAnn can help you.”

      The dismissal was polite but absolute.

      I should have pushed. Should have insisted, used the charm that made people want to help me, the warmth that my mom said opened doors. Instead, I just stood there, watching her ignore me with such deliberate focus that it became its own kind of communication.

      Then she looked up, and for half a second before she registered it was me, I saw something unguarded. Tired. Worried about something that had nothing to do with unwanted guests. Then the walls went up again.

      “Was there something else?”

      “No. Sorry to bother you.”

      I stepped back, and a guest called her name from across the room. She moved toward them with a smile she’d shown everyone but me all evening. The message was clear: she wasn’t incapable of hospitality. She just wouldn’t extend it to me.

      The second attempt came an hour later. I found her in the kitchen directing her staff as they prepared tomorrow’s breakfast spread. The three of them moved like people who’d done this a million times, checking temperatures, rearranging platters, tasting something and adding herbs without needing to think about it.

      I watched from the doorway for a moment, taking in the scene. This was where she was most herself—not at the front desk playing host, but here in the working heart of the inn, hands busy, making sure everything was perfect.

      “Nora?”

      She turned, and I caught that same unguarded moment before recognition hit. Something softer. Almost vulnerable. Then the armor slid into place.

      “Yes?”

      I stepped into the kitchen. “I wanted to apologize. For earlier, with all the questions. I get carried away sometimes when I’m writing—I forget not everyone wants to be interviewed.”

      “It’s fine.” She turned back to the food, adjusting a tray of pastries with more force than necessary.

      “This place has been in your family a long time.”

      “I need to finish this.” She cut me off, still not looking at me. “Breakfast is from seven to nine. We put out a spread. If you have dietary restrictions, let BethAnn know.”

      I should have left it there. Should have backed off, respected the boundary she was trying to establish. But something about the set of her shoulders, the tension in her hands, made me stay.

      “I’d really like to include the inn’s history in my article. Maybe we could⁠—“

      “The inn’s history is in the brochure.” She finally turned to face me, and her beautiful green eyes were hard. “Along with everything else someone writing a legitimate travel piece would need. If you want more than that, I suggest you look elsewhere.”

      “I didn’t mean to⁠—“

      “I’m sure you didn’t.” She held my gaze for another beat, and I couldn’t tell if she was reading me or daring me to keep lying. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

      She turned back to the food, and this time the dismissal was absolute.

      I left the kitchen, pulse hammering in my ears. She definitely knew something. Maybe not the full truth, but enough to put walls up that went beyond normal unfriendliness. And the way she’d said legitimate—like she was letting me know she wasn’t fooled—made my stomach tighten.

      Because I couldn’t tell if she actually knew or if she was just testing me.
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        * * *

      

      The rehearsal for the tree lighting ceremony started at seven.

      I almost didn’t go. The smart thing would be to stay at the inn, review my notes, start drafting the preliminary report my parents expected. Remind myself why I was here, what my job entailed. But everyone in the inn was so excited about it, I couldn’t resist. I pulled on my coat and scarf and walked the three blocks to the town square.

      The crowd was gathering when I arrived. One of the families from the inn were there, their twins in one-piece snowsuits running through the snow. A group of teenagers clustered by the unlit tree. An older couple stood near a firepit, pressed close against the cold. Someone had set up a hot chocolate stand, and the smell of peppermint and sugar hung in the air. Music played from speakers someone had rigged to the gazebo—classic Christmas songs.

      “You made it!” Chelsey from the bookstore waved, standing with a man who had to be her husband. “Brian, this is James. He’s staying at Nora’s place.”

      Brian shook my hand. “Welcome. First lighting ceremony?”

      “First time in Temptation Hollow.”

      “Oh, you’re in for a treat. We take our Christmas traditions seriously around here.”

      “I thought this was a rehearsal? Didn’t expect so many people here.”

      He laughed. “It is. We think of the rehearsal as our personal tree lighting before the official one. It’s become a tradition of its own.”

      They introduced me to others—the couple who ran The Honey Crumb, a doctor from the local clinic, the owner of a boutique two streets over. Names I’d never remember, faces that smiled at me like I’d always been part of this. No one seemed suspicious of what I did for a living, where I was from, how long I planned to stay. They just made space in the circle and kept talking.

      I spotted Nora across the square, talking to a woman in a mayor’s badge who had gray hair and the kind of presence that suggested she’d been running things for a while. Nora’s body language was different here—more relaxed. Like she was among people she trusted.

      Then the lights flickered on the tree, and someone called out that there was a problem.

      I made my way through the crowd. A string of lights had tangled and the old wire was stripped. The connection was sparking. The man on the ladder—Beck Holloway, I realized—was trying to reach it but couldn’t get the right leverage.

      “Hold on.” I steadied the ladder. “If you can hand me the end, I can untangle it from this side.”

      Beck looked down, recognized me, and nodded. “Careful. Damn thing’s sizzling.”

      I took the light strand he offered and worked the tangle loose, fingers going numb in the cold but the problem clear enough. Being in hospitality my whole life gave me all kinds of skills in everything from basic electrical to emergency plumbing, and this was simple compared to some of the disasters I’d handled. When we got the wire untangled, Beck wrapped it with electrician’s tape, and the lights came alive in a burst of brightness.

      The crowd cheered.

      Beck clapped me on the shoulder as he came down the ladder. “Nice work. I appreciate it.”

      “It’s no trouble.”

      “Well, we appreciate the help. Nora would’ve had our heads if we couldn’t get the tree lit.”

      As if summoned, Nora appeared at the edge of the crowd. She looked at me, at the ladder, at Beck walking away, and something flickered across her face too fast for me to read.

      The mayor stepped up to the microphone. “Welcome, everyone, to the pre-game of our Christmas festival season. It’s so nice to see you all out supporting the festival committee tonight! As always, we’re grateful to the Hollow Inn for hosting many of our visitors, to Hale House, The Lantern, The Honey Crumb, and the Hollow Inn for coordinating events, and, of course, to each and every single one of you locals who make this town what it is.”

      She went on, talking about the schedule of events, the market opening this weekend, the choir performance planned for later in the week. “Now, if you’ll indulge us a little longer, we have Grace Sutton with the Youth Center Choir ready for their very first dress rehearsal.”

      To the side of the gazebo, a young woman was organizing a group of children into rows, adjusting their positions with patient gestures. One of the kids kept fidgeting, and she crouched down to his level, saying something that made him nod and stand still. Grace Sutton and her choir, I presumed. But I wasn’t focused on the festivities schedule anymore, because Nora was still watching me, and for the first time since I’d arrived, she didn’t look away when our eyes met.

      The moment stretched between us, something shifting in the space where there’d only been hostility before. Not trust—nothing that easy. But maybe the smallest crack in her certainty that I was exactly what she’d assumed. I offered her a tentative smile and she gave me a small nod in return. Then the children were introduced and everyone applauded, breaking the moment.

      I stayed for another hour, accepting hot chocolate, listening to stories about past festivals, watching the way this community moved around each other with the ease of people who’d done this a thousand times. No performance. No agenda. Just people choosing to be together in the cold and the dark, making light where there wasn’t any. I stayed until they turned off the tree, and helped Beck wrap up all the extension cords until they would be brought back out this weekend for the real deal.

      When I finally headed back to the inn, my fingers were numb and my coat dusted with snow, but pressure in my chest had eased into something that felt really nice. I’d never been in a place like this, surrounded by people who just accepted me like this.

      The inn’s windows glowed warm through the darkness. From the corner of Main Street, it was still a few hundred yards to the door, and with the trees and the snow and the mountains behind, it was like something out of a movie. I could see guests inside, smoke billowing from several of the chimneys, BethAnn moving between tables to collect empty mugs. And somewhere in that building, in the office or the kitchen or checking on some detail only she would notice, was Nora Castellano—fierce and protective and so in love with this place that the idea of it not existing probably seemed impossible.

      My phone buzzed with a text from my father:

      
        
          
            
              
        Preliminary report due Friday.

      

      

      

      

      

      I climbed the stairs to my drafty room, extra quilts waiting on the bed, and knew I was in trouble. I’d been here less than a day, and
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