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      Deck the Halls with Boughs of … Oops!

      Hannah Holly, Hamling Hollow’s new kindergarten teacher, spreads Christmas cheer faster than her golden retriever Bailey can steal gingerbread men. But when she literally stumbles into widower Ben Winters, it’s not just hot cocoa that spills!

      Single dad Ben isn’t looking for love, but Hannah’s sequin-spangled enthusiasm is harder to resist than Santa’s cookies. As they bake, decorate, and craft letters to St. Nick, sparks fly faster than tinsel in a snowstorm.

      With meddling munchkins, a matchmaking pooch, and more Christmas spirit than the North Pole, can Hannah and Ben overcome their emotional wounds to unwrap the gift of love?

      Experience the healing power of love and the cozy, feel-good warmth of this sweet single-father romance full of humor and hope.
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      “Woohoo!” My holiday spirit is on full blast as I push through the gymnasium’s double doors. It’s my very first Christmas as a kindergarten teacher in Hamling Hollow, and I can’t wait to see those little faces sparkle.

      “Oof.” I knock over a sawhorse reindeer, and my armful of jingling bells and twinkle lights scatter over the yards of garlands and wreaths spread over the polished floor.

      “Mia, could we somehow fit one more string of fairy lights around the entrance?” I can barely contain my energy to bedeck every inch with Christmas cheer.

      From atop her ladder, Mia Ma, my best friend and fellow teacher, beams down at me with cheeks flushed a jolly red. “Are we decorating or sending signals into outer space with all these lights?”

      I tug at my festive red apron heavy with just shy of a zillion sequins. “Can you really blame me? It’s a Christmas fair. More lights means more Christmas magic.”

      Mia knows my tendency to go overboard on the decorations. After all, I was the one who brought enough turkey feathers to fill a small jump house just a few weeks ago for the turkey trot hoedown.

      “Alright, alright.” Her eyes crinkle with amusement. “But when the custodian yells at us for tripping the circuit breakers, I’m throwing you under the sleigh.”

      Speaking of the devil, our curmudgeonly custodian chooses that moment to lumber by. His arms are full of fold-up chairs. “I see you ladies are trying to outshine the sun again.”

      “Mr. Jenkins,” I chirp. “Just the man I wanted to see. How do you feel about installing a backup generator?”

      Before he can reply, a golden blur streaks past, nearly taking out his legs.

      “Whoa there, Comet!” he yelps, narrowly avoiding a chair-alanche.

      I spin around to find my golden retriever, Bailey, prancing proudly with a stolen ribbon.

      “You little sneak,” I cry as Bailey lets out a happy yip. “How many times have I told you? No snatching decorations.”

      I try to sound stern, but Bailey’s tail wags undeterred. I swear there’s a twinkle of mischief in those big brown eyes. With his fluffy blond fur, he looks like Santa’s ribbon-curling elf minus the scissors.

      I lean down to scratch behind his floppy ears. “Oh, I suppose one stolen ribbon won’t ruin the fair.”

      Bailey’s crime spree is quickly forgiven as a chorus of delighted squeals erupts. My kindergartners have arrived, led by the parent volunteer, to help hang paper snowflakes.

      “Look, it’s a Christmas puppy,” little Lily exclaims, her eyes wider than Santa’s waistline.

      “Miss Holly!” Tommy races towards me with a construction paper reindeer. “I made Rudolph. Can we hang him up?”

      “Of course.” I laugh, lifting him up to reach a low-hanging beam. “Let’s give Rudolph the place of honor.”

      “Miss Holly.” Zoe tugs at my apron, her pigtails bouncing. “Can Bailey wear antlers? Pretty please?”

      “Only if you can catch him.” I wink and watch the kids giggle and chase after my four-legged partner in crime.

      Soon, Bailey is basking in adoration, showing off his ribbon-stealing skills to his pint-sized fan club while sporting taped-on antlers, a couple of paper snowflakes, and tinsel tangled in his tail.

      I swear he’s winking at me, the ham.

      “That dog’s got more Christmas spirit than a mall Santa on espresso.” A rare smile cracks Mr. Jenkins’s usually stoic facade.

      The gym doors burst open again. Mrs. Clarkson, our resident Christmas carol enthusiast, ambles in, followed by her troop of gangly middle schoolers, each wearing Santa hats at various jaunty angles.

      “Hannah, darling!” she trills, her voice carrying over the hubbub. “We thought we’d get in some practice. You don’t mind, do you?”

      Before I can answer, the ensemble climbs onto the basketball bleachers and launches into a spirited, if somewhat pitchy, rendition of “Deck the Halls.”

      Not to be outdone, Bailey joins in with enthusiastic howls.

      Mia slides down her ladder, cackling. “Well, if the lights don’t bring in the crowds, that unique melody certainly will.”

      I’m about to retort when someone tugs my apron. It’s Bailey wearing my Santa hat with the brim covering his eyes.

      “Hey, that’s my hat!” I cry, unable to hold back a smile. I retrieve the hat and plop it back atop my own head. “Much better, right? Though I must say, you make a cute elf’s helper yourself.”

      “And look at you.” Mia’s infectious laughter sprinkles the air like a shower of glitter. “Hamling Hollow’s best Santa’s helper, sequins and all. Being the newest teacher in town has its perks. Last year, I had to wrangle the marching band of elves. Trust me. Kindergartners are way easier than hormonal middle schoolers in tights.”

      I strike a pose, tipping my reclaimed Santa hat. “What can I say? I was born for this role. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a date with some mistletoe and a staple gun.”
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