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      Although Mistletoe and Holly is meant to be a light, low-angst, steamy read, I do want to advise my readers that it deals with the past death of the heroine’s husband in a car accident and her struggle to move on after her loss. But mostly, it’s a story of hope and learning to love again…with plenty of steam! I hope you enjoy Holly and Shephard’s story and that you love them as much as I do.

    

  


  
    
      For all the single mamas who are struggling to get by. You’re amazing, you’re worthy, and you’re doing a great job! Remember to give yourself grace.
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      “What do you want for Christmas this year, pumpkin?” I asked my eight-year-old daughter as I slowly navigated the icy roads to the only elementary school in Lake Serenity, Vermont.

      Harper was uncharacteristically quiet, and I glanced over at her as we stopped at a red light. Her eyes were downcast, and her face was scrunched, like she was deep in thought. I could tell she was trying to figure out if she wanted to tell me what she actually wanted or just tell me she didn’t know what she wanted, like she’d done for the past couple of birthdays and Christmases.

      Ever since her father had died in a car accident two and a half years ago, it was like the magic of the holiday was gone. My dad and I – with the help of the rest of our chosen family – still tried to do everything we could to make sure Christmas was memorable for Harper, but it just wasn’t the same anymore. For any of us. I desperately wanted to do something to make it fun and happy again, the way Christmas was supposed to be, but I just didn’t know how.

      Maybe it was because, even after all this time, I still didn’t know how to do this without Owen. How to be the sole breadwinner and keep a roof over my daughter’s head while still making sure I spent time with her and nurtured her emotional wellbeing too. How to be a loving, caring mother, but also be firm and discipline her when I needed to.

      How to be a single parent.

      “What is it, sweet pea?” I prodded. “Whatever it is, if it’s something I can give you, you know I will.”

      “You’ll think it’s stupid,” Harper mumbled.

      My lips turned up a little. “No, I won’t. I promise.”

      “I want to get my ears pierced. Bella and Avery both got theirs pierced this year.”

      The small smile that was playing on my lips turned into a full-blown grin. That was easy, and it gave me something to work with for some inexpensive gifts for her to open on the actual holiday, too.

      “That’s not stupid at all,” I told her. “You know it’s going to hurt, though, right? And that it’s a wound you’ll have to take care of for a little while afterward so it can heal properly?”

      “Duh,” she scoffed with a giggle.

      I chuckled as I pulled into the circular driveway in front of the school to let her out. “Okay. I’ll make some calls to find somewhere that can do it, and we’ll go out soon to get it done so your ears will be all healed up for Christmas. How’s that sound?”

      “Yay!” she squealed as she took off her seatbelt and hopped down from the truck.

      “Have a good day at school,” I told her, reaching into the back of the cab and handing her lunchbox and backpack to her.

      “I will. Bye, Mom,” she chirped before shutting the door and skipping toward the entrance.

      Another chuckle escaped me as I pulled away from the school and started the drive back toward the nail salon I worked at. Right as I was turning onto the main road, my cellphone rang. I hit the button on the steering wheel to answer it with the Bluetooth in the vehicle.

      “Hello?”

      “Holly, hi. It’s Amy,” came a soft voice on the other line, followed by a sniffle.

      My heart sank. There was only one reason I could think of why my babysitter’s mom would be calling me. And if I was right, it meant I’d have to find someone else to watch Harper tonight. I couldn’t afford to lose out on the income from the horse-drawn carriage rides I did in the next town over during the holidays.

      “Hi, Amy,” I sighed. “What’s wrong? Is Mandy okay?”

      “That depends on your definition of okay,” she mumbled, sniffling again. “She was in a car accident on her way to school this morning.”

      My heart started pounding in my ears and all the oxygen felt like it had vacated my lungs as I flashed back to the call I’d gotten two and a half years ago. The one that had made me rush out the door of the salon and break every traffic law in the book to get to the hospital in Burlington that my husband had been airlifted to…only to arrive minutes too late.

      “Holly?” Amy asked quietly. “Are you there?”

      Right. I was on the phone with my babysitter’s mother. She’d called me to tell me about her daughter’s accident.

      “Y-yeah,” I choked out. “I-I’m here. What happened?”

      “Another driver hit a patch of black ice and T-boned her car at an intersection. She was hit on the passenger side, thankfully, but her car was pushed into a traffic light, and they had to rip the door off to get her out. The car’s totaled.”

      “Shit,” I gasped. “How is she?”

      “She hit her head on the window, so she’s got a got a concussion, and her leg’s broken. We’re still waiting on the X-rays to let us know if they have to operate or if they can just put her in a cast, but she insisted that I call you right away so you could start finding someone else to watch Harper for a while.”

      Despite my mini-panic attack, I smiled. I didn’t know many teenage girls who would have cared enough about the kid they babysat to even think about telling their mom to call that kid’s parents while they were in the hospital after a car accident.

      “Tell her to just focus on getting better. Can I do anything for you? Or for her?”

      “I don’t think so,” she sighed.

      “Well, if something comes up, please let me know. Harper and I will say a prayer for her tonight,” I told her.

      “Thanks, Holly. I’ll tell her. Oh, the doctor’s coming back. I have to go.”

      “Okay. Please text and let me know how she’s doing.”

      “I will,” she promised, then hung up.

      I parked down the street from the salon, leaving the spaces right in front open for customers. Checking the clock in my car, I saw that I still had half an hour before I had to clock in…which gave me enough time to pop into the hardware store a few doors down to talk to my brother-in-law about watching Harper for the foreseeable future.

      Wait. Could I still call Shephard my brother-in-law, since my husband – his brother – was dead now? If not…well, what was I supposed to call the man who was always there for me and Harper whenever we needed him? The man who had been my rock ever since his brother had been taken from us before his time, even though his heart was breaking too?

      The cold winter air hit me like a slap in the face as I opened my door and climbed out of my truck. Wrapping my scarf around my neck, I hit the lock button on my key fob, then stuck it into my pocket and retrieved my gloves, which I quickly pulled onto my hands as I speed-walked down the block toward McGovern Hardware.

      When I walked into the mom-and-pop store, I smiled as I saw the owner, Julian, setting up his hand-carved North Pole sign for the store’s annual pictures with Santa. His very pregnant wife, Noelle Pine, Lake Serenity’s resident rock star, was sitting on a stool decorating the obscenely large Christmas tree.

      “Damn, Ellie. You’re about ready to pop, and your man’s still got you working?” I teased.

      Noelle laughed as she turned to look at me. “I was going stir-crazy sitting at home, so Jules said I could come in and help decorate as long as I didn’t wear myself out too much.”

      “Just saying, my offer for a free mani/pedi still stands. That’d get you out of the house too.”

      “I just might take you up on that this week,” she sighed. “If only for the sugar scrub and leg massage. My feet have been swelling like crazy.”

      “Come in whenever you want,” I told her. “I’ll hook you up.”

      My dad, Kris, our small town’s very own Santa Claus, walked out of the back room, and his face lit up with a grin when he saw me.

      “I thought I heard my favorite daughter out here. Came to get a hug from your old man before you start work?” he teased as he pulled me into a big bear hug.

      “I’m your only daughter, Dad. And I’ll never complain about a hug from you,” I chuckled weakly as I
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