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        who gave me a stuffed bear

        at Christmas when I was young

        that for many years

        I hoped would come to life.

        Turns out he did,

        in the magic of my imagination.
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      Last Christmas. . .

      

      As I danced across the stage at the Christmas Mountain Community Center in my red and white costume with matching Santa hat, I couldn’t help thinking that whoever said “the show must go on” should’ve also given advice on what to do once the show ended. Would that have been so much to ask? I mean, leave me hanging, why don’t you?

      I’d unexpectedly returned to my hometown of Christmas Mountain, Montana—a small town built over a hundred years ago by settlers who arrived on Christmas and decided to make their homes here (thus, the name of the mountain and the town). I’d grown up in this scenic area just outside of Glacier National Park, with its mountains, lakes, and pine and fir trees, then left for college, and never returned (long story) until my childhood choir teacher and mentor, Melody King, asked if I would come back to perform in The Christmas Extravaganza, an annual event.

      Ms. King informed me she’d become terminally ill with kidney cancer and her dying wish was that my childhood choir team—the seven of us had been the ultimate besties—perform our “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” routine for her one last time. My eyes watered as I looked out past the stage and found her leading us, with the baton in hand. Her silver hair was swept back away from her face but it didn’t look as shiny as it used to and she had dark circles under her eyes.

      Her gaze caught mine and she smiled at me, making everything better for that split second.

      Ms. King never married or had any children and in my heart I knew she felt that Ashley, Lexi, Morgan, Emma, Joy, Carol, and I were like her own kids. We’d performed this routine each Christmas from middle school through high school and I felt honored that she wanted us to perform it for her one more time.

      Joy pushed her Santa hat out of her eyes, placed her fingers on the ebony and ivory keys of the piano and started playing the beginning notes of “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.” The rest of us spread out across the stage in our Santa hats and I couldn’t help thinking about how all seven of us had spread out across the country after high school, some of us losing touch.

      But not one of us had said no to Ms. King’s request. How could we after all she’d done for us over the years? Back in Washington state, my boss didn’t seem to understand this reasoning and refused to give me the time off to come here—not even after I told him my dear friend was dying and this was all she’d ever asked of me. Nope, he said the holidays were too busy.

      Pretty sure he didn’t get the meaning of Christmas.

      So I quit my job, packed my stuff, and moved back to Christmas Mountain three weeks ago. My parents divorced while I was in college and moved away, so there had been no reason to return until now. Dad lived in Palm Springs with his new wife. Mom lived in Florida with her new husband. And instead of deciding which parent to spend Christmas with this year, I would be with Ms. King.

      Before this month, I hadn’t seen Ms. King in person since I’d left for the University of Washington, where I obtained a degree in sociology. It had taken me six years to graduate—my parents’ divorce hit me hard and my motivation to study suffered. After graduation, I spent two years working ski patrol and as a ski instructor at the Crystal Mountain Ski Resort, which I’d enjoyed immensely—until my manager turned into a heartless toad.

      Now, my stuff was in storage and I’d been staying at the Sugar Plum Inn (with a huge discount since my friend’s parents owned it). Even though my meager savings were nearly gone, I’d be here for Ms. King no matter what it cost me—the show would go on.

      I belted out the lyrics for “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” with my friends, thinking: Yeah, I’m home for Christmas. But, now what? I needed a job, an income, and I had zero prospects!

      Deep breaths, Faith. Deep breaths.

      “I’ll be home for Christmas if only in my dreams . . .” I sang, blowing kisses to Ms. King after the last note, and trying not to pass out from the stress of having only forty-seven dollars in the bank and a pile of rejection letters to the résumés I’d sent out. Applause rang out through the community center as we girls took our bows and then danced off, regrouping backstage.

      “It was like old times,” Ashley said, clasping her hands together.

      “If it were like old times then Brent Donnelly wouldn’t be outside waiting for you right now,” Emma joked, giving Ash a hug. “I’m so happy for you and him.”

      “Lexi and Kevin looked pretty cozy before the performance, too,” Carol said, and a smile took over Lexi’s face.

      “I also saw Dallas Parker in the audience,” Joy said, putting an arm around Morgan. “I always knew Morgan and Dallas would get together one day.”

      “How could you have known when I hadn’t known it?” Morgan laughed, shaking her head as she squeezed Joy back before releasing her. “I’m sure none of you will be surprised to learn that Ms. King had a hand in my bumping into Dallas again.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, turning to Morgan. “I thought you two reunited because Coraline accidentally leased the same business space to both you and Dallas.”

      “Turns out it wasn’t an accident,” Morgan said, her pear-green eyes lighting up. “Ms. King told Coraline that Dallas and I needed a nudge in a certain direction, which is how the ‘mistake’ happened.”

      “Ms. King played matchmaker?” I laughed, adjusting my Santa hat so it wouldn’t fall off my head. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Because you know our choir teacher as well as we do, Faith,” Morgan said, slipping her arm through mine.

      “Thank goodness for Ms. King,” I said, my smile fading as we all grew silent. I knew what everyone was thinking, even though not one of us said it aloud: What will we do without her?

      Ash put her wrist forward first, showing the faded hot pink friendship bracelet still wrapped there after all of these years. Then Lexi put her wrist on top of Ash’s wrist, showing her bracelet, too. Morgan followed next, then me, Emma, Joy, and Carol.

      We’d woven and exchanged these friendship bracelets after our first “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” performance in the sixth grade when Ms. King led us to a special spot by Christmas Falls and told us how she’d exchanged bracelets with her lifelong friends at our age. The seven of us wanted to be those kinds of friends, too. So we’d tied the bracelets onto each other’s wrists, promised to always be there for each other, and knew we’d be best friends forever.

      “I remember that evening by The Falls,” Ms. King said, startling me as she came up behind us. “You were young girls then and now you’re women. I’m so proud of every one of you.”

      My eyes watered and my heart warmed. “Thank you, Ms. King.”

      Our arms went around her in a group hug that made me feel eleven again—a time when my parents were married and financial worries were nowhere on my radar. When we pulled back, we chatted about the performance and then everyone went separate ways.

      Alone backstage, I pulled off my Santa hat, peeked into the Christmas-tree-shaped mirror on the wall, smoothed my dark hair down and saw the despair in my almond-brown eyes peering back at me. My eyes watered, my throat tightened, and my freckled nose turned pink. I’d had no choice other than to quit my job, but I hadn’t exactly grown rich working ski patrol and giving ski lessons. My savings had only been enough to get me here and through the last three weeks.

      The show must go on. But, how?

      “Faith Sterling?” a man’s voice came from behind me.

      “Oh!” My hand flew to my chest and I spun around to face the jolliest man I’d ever seen. He had tufts of white hair, a big bushy white beard, and icy blue eyes with crinkles on either side. His cheeks were rosy and pink as he smiled at me. “Yes, I’m Faith,” I said.

      “Larry Kline,” he said, holding out a white-gloved hand. “You gave a wonderful performance tonight.”

      “Thank you,” I said, squeezing his hand. I may be broke but, hey, at least I’d performed well. “Do I know you? You look familiar . . .”

      “Ho-ho-ho.” He chuckled a jolly old laugh. “Perhaps you’ve been to Santa’s Grotto? That’s where my performances take place.”

      “Oh, yes, of course,” I said, remembering that’s where I’d seen him before. I’d taken the grand tour a few days ago at the base of Christmas Mountain. A burst of joy ripped through my chest. “You’re Santa.”

      “Actually, I’m the owner of Silver Bells Luxury Tours,” he said, tapping the side of his nose. “Santa’s Grotto is our most popular tour, especially in December. We keep luxury tours year-round, though, and I’m not getting any younger. A friend suggested I hire some help in my business office. I’ve heard along the candy cane wire that you’re looking for a job.”

      “Yes, Mr. Kline,” I said, gripping his hand again and bobbing it up and down as hope surged through me. “I most certainly am.”

      He chuckled, his belly bouncing, and he leaned toward me. “Then you’re hired.”

      “I’m hired?” I asked, tears burning the backs of my eyes. But then my stomach clenched. “Don’t you need to see a résumé? Interview me? Call my previous employer?”

      He shook his head. “I have it on good authority that you’re just the person needed at Silver Bells. See you on Monday, Faith.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Kline,” I said, watching him disappear through the doorway leading out to the auditorium. My jaw dropped, I clasped my hands together and then threw my gaze at the ceiling, thanking my lucky candy canes that I had a job again. Just in the St. Nick of time, too.

      But, wait. Why had he hired me just like that? He’d said he had it on good authority I’d fit in. My gaze flew to the doorway he’d just disappeared through and I saw him giving a woman a hug, before nodding to her and then walking away.

      The woman turned toward me, her silver hair brushed back from her face, the dark circles under her eyes looking larger than they had earlier. She wobbled on her feet, gripped the back of a chair for balance and straightened. Her gaze lifted to mine and she blew me a kiss.

      “Thank you,” I said, mouthing the words and putting a hand over my heart.

      “You’re most welcome,” she said, mouthing the words back to me.

      Ms. King had brought Santa to me, and he had given me a job. I shouldn’t have been surprised to find her behind my good fortune. Even though she could barely stand, she was an angel still looking out for her girls. My heart squeezed in my chest. I could only hope we’d given her as much joy over the years as she’d given us.
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      December 1st, Present Day. . .

      

      As I pulled open the front door of Silver Bells Luxury Tours where I worked, I did a little happy dance in celebration of Santa Claus coming to town. Okay, I didn’t actually believe Santa Claus himself was coming to town. I was twenty-seven years old, not twelve. But the song was playing on the speakers and I’d started singing (and dancing) along the front walkway, and, well, metaphorically speaking Santa Claus was coming to town—in the form of Adam Kline.

      He was arriving in the St. Nick of time, too.

      “Good morning, Faith,” Harmony Harris said, giving me a little wave from the reception desk as I entered the lobby. Her cheerful smile had been the perfect start to my workdays this past year and I was more than a little afraid those days were about to come to an end. But now that Santa . . . er, Adam, was arriving we would be saved. “Today is the day,” she said.

      “Yes, indeed-io,” I replied.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Been watching Friends reruns again?”

      “It’s reliable, upbeat fun.” I shrugged, stamping the snow from my boots onto the elegant front mat before stepping onto the hand scraped wooden floors. I went to Harmony’s desk, unbuttoning my coat as I walked. “Today is a gorgeous day in Christmas Mountain. The sun is out, it’s cold and crisp, and there isn’t a cloud in the sky. How often does that happen in Montana at the beginning of December? It’s a sign, I tell you.”

      “You’re feeling confident that this meeting with Adam will go well, aren’t you?” Harmony laughed and pressed her palms together in prayer position. As the receptionist for Silver Bells, she was the first impression our guests had when they came in and she always wore a smile. So, it shocked me when the corners of her lips turned downward and her eyebrows came together. “Oh, Faith. Are we putting too much hope into this meeting?”

      “Don’t worry,” I said, trying to stay upbeat and positive. I loved my job here at Silver Bells Luxury Tours and short of Santa and his elves, who else had the chance to make people’s Christmas dreams come true? When I’d started working here last year, I’d been doing Harmony’s job and then quickly took over more duties. Now, I managed the business side and helped customers book our unique luxury excursions for their vacation. Locals received a discount and we had guests who returned annually with their friends and family. These tours blended luxurious outdoor adventures and the magic of Christmas. This was the perfect job for me. I just hoped I’d be able to keep it. “Any changes in today’s schedule?”

      “Nope.” Harmony shook her head, her banana blond hair bouncing around her shoulders, before she went back to typing at her computer.

      I took off my coat and hat and shook out my long dark hair before changing into the heels I kept behind the desk. Peering over Harmony’s shoulder, I checked the calendar. 10:00 a.m., Adam Kline. I checked the time on her computer: 9:45.

      If Adam Kline were anything like his father, Larry Kline, then he would be arriving about twenty minutes late for the meeting, would saunter in with a smile on his face and some tale about sitting in the snow with a child who’d claimed not to believe in Santa Claus. Of course, by the time my old boss had finished with the child, he or she would have no doubt Santa was real.

      Not unlike Santa himself, Mr. Kline had been a big man with an equally big heart and a white beard, which, I suspected, he’d deliberately cultivated so he could play the part to perfection. We booked outdoor excursions year-round, but several of the special tours excelled during the holiday season. As soon as December would hit, on would go Larry’s red sweaters, and he wouldn’t even entertain wearing another color until after December 25th. Or so I’d heard from the other employees.

      This was the first year since Larry started the company that he wouldn’t be here. In fact, he wouldn’t be here ever again. He’d died suddenly last spring after a heart attack. He left the business to his city-boy son, who worked at a PR firm in New York City. I’d never heard directly from Larry’s son, not even when I told him about the local memorial service we’d held in honor of his father. Instead, I’d exchanged emails with the new owner’s assistant and the responsibility of day-to-day operations went to me. Unfortunately, without Larry’s marketing skills the business had not been doing well.

      “Excuse me, Ms. Sterling?” a deep male voice asked.

      “Agh!” I jumped back and my heart pounded—partly because I’d been deep in thought, partly because I hadn’t expected to hear my name, but mainly because the voice was exactly the same as my Mr. Kline’s had been, deep and soulful. What the . . .?

      “I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Adam Kline. The new owner of Silver Bells Luxury Tours? I was told you’d be expecting me.”

      “Yes, of course . . .” I turned, faced Adam Kline and then promptly forgot what I’d been about to say. My breath caught in my throat. The man was beyond handsome. He wore a dark business suit that fit his athletic physique perfectly. His lips were plump and parted just enough to reveal a line of straight white teeth. His square jaw was clean-shaven and his short, dark hair was styled back. And his eyes were what really got me. Two pools of icy blue, framed by a thick set of black eyelashes. Oh, hotness.

      Harmony gave me a nudge and a meaningful look.

      “Uh, Ms. Sterling?” he asked, holding out his hand.

      “Please, call me Faith,” I said, trying to recover and hopefully sounding professional. I took the hand he offered me and when his fingers closed around mine my knees went weak. Not a good reaction to meeting my new boss. Not good at all. “I’m sorry. It’s just that your voice . . .” My voice trailed off and I bit my bottom lip.

      “Sounded just like my dad’s? Yes, I get that a lot. Or, I used to,” he said, his expression changing to an unreadable look.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, thinking this had to be the most awkward meeting in history. I glanced at Harmony, who seemed to be watching our exchange with interest. When Adam bent to pick up his briefcase, she winked at me and mimed a “get in there” gesture with her elbow. I managed to grab her elbow just as Adam straightened again.

      “Shall we begin with a tour?” he said, moving to the side and giving me space to come out from behind Harmony’s desk.

      “Certainly,” I said, stepping up beside him and offering a silent thanks to the universe that I had put my heels on and at least looked like a business manager even after my odd greeting.

      “I’d like to start with having a look around the grounds, if that’s okay? There’s plenty of time to tour the business office and the store next door later on, but I’d like to tackle outside while it’s still light,” he said, checking his watch as if we were already running late and he wanted to get a move on pronto.

      “All right,” I said, wishing Adam wouldn’t be in a hurry. Silver Bells had so much to offer that it would take days to show my new boss all of its delights and I wanted him to savor everything and fall in love with the place right away. “Let’s get you some outdoor clothing.”

      I led him to the equipment storage and asked Tim—who was in charge of loaning out skis, snow suits, and all the other winter fun gear—to deck Adam out, while I went to my office to change into my own snow boots and warm hat.

      I waited out front for Adam, wondering how he’d like Montana clothing after all these years. I was used to dressing for the cold mountain weather, but Adam had been living in Manhattan so would be used to dressing for city living. However, when he joined me outside he looked every bit the seasoned outdoorsman in a deep blue padded jacket that made his eyes stand out even more as he squinted into the sun.

      He clapped his gloved hands together. “Shall we start?”

      “Our ride is pulling up now.” I smiled, as a horse drawn sleigh appeared from behind the stables, jingle bells tinkling and the sound of hooves clomping on the ground.

      “That’s our ride?” Adam looked from the sleigh to me, and then back to the sleigh again as he raised his eyebrows.

      I nodded and he offered his hand to help me up, before I climbed in. He sat down beside me and spread the red velvet blanket over our laps—a gesture I’d never found intimate until now. The driver sitting in the seat in front of us signaled the horses, who began walking through the snow as I pointed out different things to Adam.

      “You see that tree over there? That’s where your dad used to sit and carve wooden cars for Santa’s toy cart. And you see that stable to the right? That’s where he said he slept whenever his favorite horse got sick. What was its name again?”

      “Blitzen.” Adam stared at the wooden building as we drove slowly past. “I remember that horse from before I moved to New York. He named it after the reindeer. Wouldn’t call him Rudolph because he said that would be too obvious,” Adam said, his voice low and sad, almost as if he were talking to himself.

      I touched him on the arm. “I’m sorry about your dad, Adam. He was a wonderful man, so kind and generous, and he adored Christmas. When we lost him it was as if a light had gone out of Silver Bells. But now that you’re here . . .”

      Adam opened his mouth to speak but then closed it, his eyes searching my face and heating my skin along this trail. If this were a romantic movie he would lean in right now and gently touch his lips to mine, my eyes closing as I kissed—

      He cleared his throat. “You look like you’re about to faint. Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” I said, realizing my mind had clearly gone to a place his hadn’t. I mentally rolled my eyes, cursing my over-fertile imagination. “I’m fine, thank you. Just had something in my eye,” I said, trying to cover-up what I’d thought had been a moment. Reminding myself that I was at work and with my new boss I looked around us, the main building far behind as we headed into the forest of snow-laden fir trees. “We’re nearly there.”

      We passed a wooden sign, which had been hammered onto a trunk of one of the trees that lined the path and it spelled out: Santa’s Grotto. Adam took out a notebook, pulling his glove off with his teeth, and wrote something down.

      “That sign will need to be repainted. Can you get the maintenance guy to do it first thing in the morning?” he asked.

      “Repainted?” I looked at the sign, the first of many rustic, old-fashioned signs, which pointed the way to Silver Bells Luxury Tours’ very own Santa’s Grotto.

      “Yes, the sooner the better.”

      “Adam, that sign was made by your dad over a decade ago when he first built Silver Bells,” I said, my voice lifting as I pointed to the tree we’d passed. “He told me he carved that sign while sitting under that tree back there. Your dad never changed a thing and kept Santa’s Grotto exactly the way he built it, which is why it’s part of Christmas Mountain history now.”

      Adam frowned as he listened, and for a moment I wondered if I’d been too abrupt. After all, he was my boss, and although I practically ran this place, I was still just an employee.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound so distraught. The historic charm is part of what we love about the signs.”

      He was writing as I spoke, and he paused. “How many signs are there between here and Santa’s Grotto?”

      I counted on my fingers as I walked the trail in my mind, smiling as I thought about the little village nestled in the forest. “Five, I think, or maybe six?”

      He nodded, underlined something in his notebook and then snapped the book shut as the carriage came to a halt. “You’re right.”

      “I am?” I asked, thinking that was easy. A victorious sigh escaped my mouth as I stepped onto the snowy ground, turning back to see the Silver Bells Luxury Tours store in the distance, with its gold letters on the shop’s front window. “Another day, another dollar, Mr. Kline,” I said, saying what I used to say to my boss as if the store were the man himself.

      Adam stepped down beside me. “Another dollar will be tough in this market and that’s why—”

      “What the . . .?” I jumped backward and spun, intending to face Adam but instead stepped onto a patch of ice and then pitched backward toward the sidewalk below. And what did my brilliant instincts tell me to do? Did they tell me to try and regain my balance? Did they suggest I put out my arms to break my fall? No, of course not. That would have made sense. Instead, I let out a high-pitched squeal and snapped my eyes shut, as if not being able to see might shield me from the pain I was about to endure.

      Except, I never endured any pain at all.

      Someone caught me.

      When I opened my eyes, I was safely enveloped in a pair of firm arms, my nose level with my savior’s chest as he lifted me to an upright position. Trembling and noticing the heat on my cheeks, I stepped back—making sure to avoid the icy patch—and looked up at Adam. My breath caught in my throat as his icy blue eyes peered at me intensely.

      If my heart hadn’t already been running a mile a minute from my almost-fall, it would have sped up the moment my gaze met his. His lips morphed into a smile, bringing out two deep dimples in his cheeks that made him look even more appealing. For a fleeting moment, I seriously had to stop and consider if I’d actually fallen and hit my head on the ground and was dreaming I was in a romance movie. One of those cheesy Christmas ones I binged every weekend of December with a carton of ice cream and a hot cider.

      But, no, this scene wasn’t the result of a head injury. It was really happening. The moment I realized that was also the moment I realized I’d been staring at Adam for at least thirty seconds with a dumbstruck look on my face. Words. I needed to make words.

      “Um . . . thanks. Thank you,” I said, slipping my hands into my jacket pockets. “I’m not usually that clumsy.”

      “No problem,” he said, his voice low and sultry and his face still close to mine. He kept hold of my elbow as if worried I’d fall again.

      I pushed away a lock of hair that had fallen in front of my face and then gave him a slight smile of my own. “What had you said before I made a fool out of myself?”

      He blinked once as if trying to remember. “Oh, right. I was saying that there’s no point in repainting the signs when they’re going to be thrown away anyway. Unless you’d like to keep one as a memento.”

      My eyebrows came together and a feeling of dread crept up my spine. “A memento? Of what? Sorry
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