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      Sophie Jacobs loved Christmas.

      She loved looking through the plate-glass window of her bookshop and seeing snow flurries dance to the ground, their delicate patterns illuminated by the antique gas lanterns that lined Main Street. She loved the scents of cinnamon that drifted down from Heaven’s Delight Bakery and the fresh pine from the boughs that hung above the doors of all the businesses in downtown Laurel Valley. Most of all, she loved the spirit of Christmas—the good cheer, the joy, and that giving was worth more than receiving.

      The Reading Nook stood like a proud sentinel on its hilltop, overlooking the Bavarian-inspired village that had grown into a thriving resort town over the past decade. Unlike the perfectly maintained alpine facades of the other buildings—with their ornate trim, flower boxes, and painted shutters—her bookstore was housed in a three-story white clapboard Victorian with a widow's walk and a round stained-glass window at the highest peak. It didn't fit with the town's carefully curated aesthetic, but it had been there long before the historical society had ever drafted their first building code.

      So she couldn't figure out why Hank O'Hara was standing in her crowded store, seeming larger than life in his boots and rugged lambskin coat, asking if she had a few minutes to talk. No she didn't have a few minutes to talk. Couldn't he see that both cash registers were three people deep? Or that Julie Milton's little boy had just knocked over a display of handcrafted beeswax candles she'd imported from Vermont? Or that Freddie, her part-time clerk, looked like she was coming down with a cold and would probably have to be sent home soon?

      The worn oak floorboards creaked beneath her feet as she moved back to the counter, the sound blending with the soft instrumental Christmas music playing through hidden speakers. Every corner of the bookstore had been transformed for the season—pine garlands draped along the built-in bookshelves, vintage ornaments hanging from the ceiling beams, and a massive Fraser fir by the fireplace, adorned with tiny lights and miniature book ornaments.

      She felt her perpetual Christmas cheer beginning to dim, so she kicked her smile up a notch as she tied a big red bow on one of the specialty cloth bags she sent home with shoppers, and then she handed it to the woman across the counter. She was obviously a tourist—a wealthy one judging by her designer purse and shoes that would have paid all her employees' salaries for the month—and she had the look of a woman who lived a resort lifestyle. She was probably mid-fifties, but her plastic surgeon had done a great job of putting her back in her thirties. Sophie had gotten good at pegging people quickly over the years.

      And though Laurel Valley was swamped with tourists just like the woman in front of her during the Christmas season, there was no way The Reading Nook could have survived without the tourists, so she thanked God for each and every one of them.

      "Merry Christmas," Sophie said. "Come back and see us."

      "Thank you," the woman said, brushing artfully tousled blond bangs out of her eyes. "I just love your shop. It's so quaint. It's like it's from a different time. All these built-in bookcases and the big stained-glass window. It reminds me of my parents' home back in Ohio. My father was a carpenter. He did beautiful woodwork like this."

      Sophie's gaze drifted momentarily to the grand staircase that led to the second floor, with its hand-carved newel posts and balusters. The woodwork throughout the building told a story of craftsmanship that had become rare in the age of mass production. The shelves were arranged to create cozy nooks where readers could lose themselves among the pages, and the reading chairs—placed strategically near the south-facing windows—caught the winter sunlight perfectly.

      "This was the house my grandmother grew up in," Sophie said, smiling. "Her father built it. After she and my grandfather got married she used this house to open the bookstore. And then it passed to my mother. And now it's mine."

      "That's wonderful," the woman said, her face lighting up with pleasure. "Merry Christmas to you." And then she headed out the door, causing the little brass bell to ring and a smattering of snow flurries to swirl onto the entry mat where they melted quickly.

      Hank O'Hara was the next customer in line, and Sophie felt her smile dim. He didn't have anything in his hands, and she found herself looking at them as he laid them flat on her counter. Working man's hands. There was an interesting and jagged scar across the top of his right hand that stood out stark against his tanned skin, but otherwise his hands were unadorned.

      She knew Hank, of course. Everyone in town knew the O'Haras. But she didn't know him well. Sophie had been in the same grade as his brother Wyatt, but Hank had graduated several years ahead of them. Then he'd gone off to Denver for college to get a business degree, and when he'd come home he'd opened O'Hara Construction. A lot had changed in Laurel Valley in the ten years since. He'd somehow gone from renovating the storefronts downtown, to opening multimillion-dollar ski resorts on the mountain.

      The changes in Laurel Valley, whether you loved them or hated them, had everything to do with the man standing in front of her. The sleepy mountain town that had once struggled to keep its shops open past Labor Day was now a year-round destination. The old mining trails had been transformed into world-class ski runs, and luxury lodges now dotted the mountainside where cattle had once grazed. The charming Bavarian village that had once been little more than a few blocks of family-owned shops had expanded to accommodate boutiques selling designer clothing and fine jewelry—shops frequented by people who arrived in private jets at the newly expanded airport just outside town.

      "Sophie Jacobs," Hank said, giving her the trademark O'Hara grin. "You're a difficult woman to get in touch with."

      "Not so much," she said, her eyes skimming the shop to make sure everything was all right and none of her employees needed help. "I'm here every day. Except Sundays."

      She had to give it to the O'Haras. They all had charm in spades, and none of them were hard on the eyes. But by her way of thinking, Hank had always had something a little more than the others. He was tall, a couple of inches over six feet. His shoulders were broad, and she knew under the bulky coat he wore his muscles were well defined. She'd seen him swinging a hammer or operating a heavy piece of machinery on more than one occasion. His dark-blond hair was in need of a trim and there was a scruff of beard on his face that seemed to emphasize the angle of his jaw.

      But it was his eyes that held the real power. A soft green the color of the antique glass her mother liked to collect. It was rare not to see other shades of color or variation, but his were crystal clear and seemed all the more captivating framed by dark lashes.

      But the Jacobses and the O'Haras didn't run in the same circles. Not by a long shot. The O'Haras were like royalty in Laurel Valley. Their ranch on the outskirts of town had been in the family for generations, and they owned half the businesses in the square. And the Jacobses...well, the Jacobses' claim to fame was that her father had driven off the mountain in a drunken stupor and the explosion had lit up the whole town. She'd been fifteen at the time. The Jacobses and the O'Haras were not the same.

      "How's your family?" he asked, because that's the first thing any local asked another out of politeness.

      "Good," Sophie said. "I'm meeting Mom, Aunt Lori, and Junie at The Lampstand for dinner. Apparently Mom has big news. She seemed excited."

      "I'm glad to hear it," he said. "She was always nice to us when we came in here when I was a kid. I'm sure it was nerve-wracking having five boys come through here like bulls in a china shop."

      "It's all part of being a shop owner," Sophie said, wincing as she heard something fall from the back. Through the arched doorway that led to the children's section, she could see Freddie hurrying to pick up a display of holiday pop-up books that had toppled. "Are you buying something?"

      "No," he said, grinning again. "I figured waiting in line was the only way I'd get to talk to you. I've been trying to reach you for a couple of weeks."

      "It's the busiest season of the year," she said, not meeting his gaze. Those eyes were just too unsettling, and she'd be darned if she went around fawning like other women who said one look at those eyes made them fall in love. Those women needed to have a little self-respect. And self-control. "Maybe after New Year."

      "I was thinking breakfast. Before the shop opens in the morning. Say around eight o'clock?" He handed her a business card. "That's my personal cell number there."

      "I don't understand," she said, turning the card over in her hand. "What's this about? Why do you want to meet?"

      "I want to buy your shop," he said.

      Her gaze snapped up to his and she met those cool green eyes with fire.

      "I was wondering if you were ever going to look me in the eye," he said, seemingly unfazed. "Do I make you nervous?"

      She could feel the anger boiling inside her, and she knew her cheeks were flushed. She sputtered. "You want to buy my shop? You must be crazy. It's not for sale."

      He just smiled affably, as if they were talking about nothing more important than the weather. She noticed the little dimple at the corner of his mouth, and that he seemed to be unbothered by her anger.

      "My youngest brother used to talk about you," he said, changing the subject so fast she thought she might have whiplash. "His whole junior year all he talked about was how Sophie Jacobs was the most beautiful girl in school, but he said what impressed him the most was when you stood up in the middle of English class and went toe to toe with old Mr. Fortmeyer on how Shakespeare wrote weak male characters who were useless and whiny, and that he would never make you believe that they were heroes when it was obvious it was the women he wrote who had real substance. I never liked Mr. Fortmeyer."

      "What?" she asked. "That was more than ten years ago. Have you gone looney in the head?"

      He just chuckled. "My brothers might tell you I have. But last time I checked I'm right as rain."

      A woman peeked around Hank with eyes as wide as an owl, and her mouth opened in a little O of surprise.

      "Hey, Shannon," Sophie said. "Come on up and put those on the counter. Looks like you've got a haul."

      "You sure?" Shannon asked, already moving to put her items on the counter. "I don't want to interrupt."

      Of course you do, Sophie thought. She and Shannon had gone to school together, but they'd never run in the same circles. Shannon was a notorious gossip, and there was no doubt in her mind that Shannon had heard every word Hank had spoken to her and couldn't wait to spread the news. By nightfall, every patron at Duffey's Tavern would be speculating about what Hank O'Hara wanted with Sophie Jacobs' bookstore.

      "Not at all," Sophie said, feeling her lungs deflate in resignation.

      "Hey, Shannon," Hank said casually, moving to the side so she could maneuver around him. "How's Drew?"

      Shannon looked back and forth between the two as if she wanted to tell them to go ahead and continue their previous conversation but instead she said, "He's working double shifts at the ski lodge up until the week before Christmas. It's that time of year. We rented a place down in San Diego with Drew's parents, so we're going to spend Christmas there. I think Drew needs a break from the snow before ski season starts."

      "Can't say I blame him," Hank said. "He's the best ski instructor on the mountain. A couple of my brothers went out heli-skiing with him last year. They said it was amazing."

      Shannon rolled her eyes. "He lives for that stuff. Too adventurous for my blood. He does nothing but talk about getting off the mountain during the busy season, and then as soon as we're gone he can't wait to get back."

      "Hank, I'm really busy today," Sophie interrupted, giving Shannon's purchases her full attention. "I'm sure you have lots of other things to do."

      "I've got a few things on my plate," he said genially. "I don't want to interrupt your work."

      She almost said, "Too late," but she was able to bite back the retort in time.

      The gossip mill would already be going into overtime. There was no reason to add fuel to the fire by letting Shannon think there was something going on between her and Hank O'Hara. The whole idea was preposterous. The two of them had never spoken more than a couple dozen words to each other in her whole life.

      Hank just grinned and then winked at Shannon. "She's a prickly one."

      Shannon preened and then flirted shamelessly. "I can see she's just crazy about you."

      "Tell your family hello for me and Merry Christmas," Sophie said to Hank pointedly. She bagged up Shannon's books and added the red bow on top, aware that every eye in the store seemed to be watching their interaction.

      "Oh, I will," Hank said, his grin growing even wider. "See you for breakfast in the morning at eight. Let's meet at the tree. I like sitting outside, and the snow should hold off until the afternoon."

      And then he turned around and walked out of her shop like he hadn't just upended her entire world. The bell over the door jangled merrily as he stepped outside, his tall frame momentarily blocking the winter light before the door swung shut behind him.

      Shannon cocked her hand on her hip and pursed her lips. If she'd had on a cheerleading uniform and had been holding a pom-pom she'd have looked exactly like she had in high school. Shannon had always been a little dramatic. "What was all that about? You're having breakfast with Hank O'Hara? When did that start?"

      "It started never," Sophie said flatly. "I am definitely not having breakfast with Hank O'Hara."

      "Didn't sound that way to me," she said. "Lord, that man is fine. All of those boys are good looking, but there's just a little extra swagger in that one. He is one hundred percent man." And then Shannon saw the look on Sophie's face. "Oh, don't give me that look. I'm married. Not dead."

      "I didn't say a word," Sophie said.

      "You don't have to, honey," she said. "Your face says it for you. And you've got it bad." Shannon took her bag and grinned cheekily. "Enjoy your breakfast in the morning. I'm going to come back next week so I can hear all about it."

      If she had breakfast with Hank O'Hara in the morning in the public square, there wouldn't be a swinging soul in Laurel Valley who didn't know about it. The only way to avoid the gossip was to not show up.

      She had no time for whatever chaos Hank O'Hara wanted to bring into her life. She had a store to save.
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      At six o'clock Sophie still couldn't get Hank O'Hara out of her mind.

      The nerve of the man, coming into her shop and telling her he wanted to buy The Reading Nook as if it hadn't been in her family for generations. As if the very walls didn't hold memories of her grandmother teaching her to read beneath the stained-glass window, or her mother showing her how to properly shelve books by genre and author. As if the scent of old paper and wood polish wasn't as familiar to her as her own perfume.

      She closed the door of the bookstore a little harder than necessary so the bell rang wildly, and then she slid the key in and locked the dead bolt. She finished zipping up her white ski jacket and pulled the red hat out of her pocket, and then she forced the hat down over her brown wayward curls. She felt in the other pocket for her gloves only to find it empty. She must have left them on her desk.

      "Shoot," she muttered.

      The flame in the gas lanterns on each side of the red door of the bookstore flickered, and she took a step back as people bustled around her, everyone in a hurry, everyone going somewhere. But she stood and soaked in the moment on her little hilltop.

      The Reading Nook had originally been the house her grandmother had grown up in. It was a narrow three-story white clapboard house with a widow's walk and a round stained-glass window on the top peak that her great-grandfather had brought back from the Soviet Union when he'd served in World War II. The house didn't fit with the Bavarian architecture like the other businesses downtown that had been built more than a hundred and twenty years before. Laurel Valley was one of the oldest Bavarian settlements in America, and it was proud of its heritage. Just ask the historical society because they had restrictions on everything.

      But there'd been no restrictions back when her great-grandfather had built the house. He'd just needed a home that was sturdy and would keep his wife and six children warm in the harsh Idaho winters. She'd heard people call it an eyesore as the house was visible from almost everywhere downtown, but she always saw it as a little jewel on the hilltop.

      Sure, the paint was peeling in places, the stair railing needed to be replaced, and the heater was on its last leg and probably wouldn't make it another winter, but the memories alone kept her patching and painting and caulking to hold everything together.

      But it was this view from where she stood that brought her peace. From her front stoop she looked down onto Main Street and the picturesque downtown that looked more like a postcard than reality.

      The sidewalks were crowded with shoppers and tourists as people hustled off to dinner or to the theater. The Christmas tree loomed large and bright in the middle of town as skaters twirled and spun around it. The faint sound of Christmas carolers drifted up the hill so the familiar tune of "O Christmas Tree" tickled her ears. And the soft fall of snow covered everything in white.

      She knew the necessity of tourist season for Laurel Valley. And for her business. A decade ago the population had decreased as locals had to move away to find work, and many thought the town would dry up altogether. But in had swooped Hank O'Hara, using the inheritance his grandparents had left him to turn things around. He was a local hero. Even she'd always held him in that regard. Until he'd walked into her shop that morning.

      She breathed in the fresh scent of snow and pine, and exhaled the frustrations of the day. The topmost being Hank O'Hara.

      "Good grief," she muttered, hitching her bag over her shoulder. "Ridiculous man."

      She kicked at a loose pebble with her boot and started walking down the hill toward The Lampstand. Of course her mom would want to meet at The Lampstand to share her good news. But Sophie'd had enough of the O'Haras for the day, and there was always at least one O'Hara in the popular restaurant since they owned the place. But, then again, the O'Haras owned just about everything in Laurel Valley.

      The wrought-iron street lamps cast pools of golden light on the snow-dusted cobblestones as she made her way down the hill. Elaborate snowflake decorations hung from lamp to lamp, strung across the street on garlands of greenery. Shop windows glowed with warm light, each one decorated for the season with varying degrees of festivity—from tasteful arrangements of pine boughs and red ribbon to full winter wonderland displays complete with mechanical elves and moving reindeer.

      She hummed along with the Christmas carolers and expertly dodged her way through tourists staring at window displays or looking at their map of the area. She couldn't help feeling a small spark of pride watching visitors experience Laurel Valley for the first time, their faces lit with wonder at the town that seemed straight out of a storybook. For all her mixed feelings about the changes, the town had never looked more beautiful.

      "Sophie!" Raven O'Hara said, giving her a wide grin. "Merry Christmas. I keep meaning to come down to the shop and pick up some things for Christmas, but I never seem to get out of here in time."

      Raven was just locking the doors of her clothing boutique, and Sophie's mouth watered enviously at the bright red coat Raven wore. It was beautiful, but all the clothes in Raven's designer boutique were beautiful. The wide display windows featured mannequins dressed in clothes Sophie could only dream of affording—cashmere sweaters in jewel tones, buttery soft leather boots, and scarves that probably cost more than her monthly utility bills.

      "Merry Christmas to you too," Sophie said, returning the grin.

      Raven was the one O'Hara she knew well—though Raven had married into the family so it hardly counted. But it was hard not to know Raven. Her shop was in the heart of town, and Raven knew just about everything about everyone. The woman had never met a stranger. But Raven and Sophie had gone to school together since kindergarten, and Raven had been her closest friend. At least for a while.

      Under normal circumstances, Sophie would've shared her embarrassment of having Shannon overhear her and Hank's conversation in the bookstore. There had never been any love lost between Shannon and Raven. But considering Raven was Hank's sister-in-law, she figured there was a conflict of interest on how much she could share.

      Raven's husband, Wyatt, had been the brother who Hank had been referring to when he'd dropped his bombshell earlier that day. She'd completely forgotten that Wyatt had been in her English class. Of course, Wyatt had skipped school to go fish or be on the water every chance he got, so it was no wonder she didn't remember they'd been in the same class. And she never would have thought that Wyatt would go on to become a cop, but that's exactly what he was.

      She and Raven had been tight up until the year her dad had died, but Raven had never treated her different after the accident like some of the other kids had. It had been Sophie who'd put the separation between them—the separation between her and everyone.

      "I know how you feel," Sophie said. "I'd love to have a day to get caught up on Christmas shopping. I'm going to be cutting it close."

      She eyed the elegant winter collection in Raven's window, with its display of silk blouses and tailored wool pants. A mannequin wearing what looked like the softest ivory sweater she'd ever seen stood front and center, accessorized with a necklace that caught the light and sparkled. She could never justify spending that kind of money on herself, not with the bookstore's financial situation.

      "Well, feel free to stop by this weekend," Raven said. "I'm staying open an hour later so all the Main Street shop employees can come in and get their holiday discount. Half off everything."

      "Oh, wow," Sophie said. "That's very generous." Even with those slashed prices Sophie wasn't sure she'd be able to afford anything in the boutique.

      "You heading home?" Raven asked.

      "I'm meeting Mom for dinner at The Lampstand," she said. "And I'm late."

      "I'm heading to dinner myself," she said. "I'm meeting Wyatt up at the resort. If we're lucky we'll get to eat a whole meal together before he gets called out again. I swear every tourist season the crime gets a little worse. Wyatt says the drugs are getting out of hand. Too many people with too much money and not enough sense."

      "We all appreciate his service," Sophie said. "Enjoy your dinner."

      Raven moved away in a swirl of color. Raven had always swirled through life with
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