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    To our wonderful readers,
Whether you're looking for warmth by the fire or a spark to ignite your nights, may these tales bring you joy, love, and a bit of holiday magic.
Thank you for your support and kind reviews.
Wishing you all the sweetness, spice, and HEAs this holiday season.
 
~The Write Spice
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Eight romance stories with a mix of genres and heat levels. From sweet, heartwarming small-town stories to passionate rom-coms, and fiery paranormal weddings, each tale holds a tantalizing secret.
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Spice Guide
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This collection begins with sweet and ends with heat. 

Choose your spice level according to your mood. We hope you read and enjoy them all.
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Spice Level 1 – Sweet with a hint of spice, kissing, but no sex

––––––––
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Spice Level 2 – Sweet and spice, sex but behind a closed door

––––––––
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Spice Level 3 – Spice is nice, open-door sex

––––––––
[image: image]


Spice Level 4 – Spicy – explicit and open door sex

––––––––
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Spice Level 5 – Five alarm spice, several explicit scenes, trigger warnings likely
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Stories & Spice Levels
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Home for Christmas ~ Linda Bleser 

In a Secret Santa exchange, a reclusive man hides behind a Santa suit to win the heart of a bakery owner, fearing that revealing his true identity might shatter their growing connection.
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On the Ninth Day of December~ Caragh Leon 

Trapped in a snowstorm, disgruntled Sutton and cheerful Kylian navigate unexpected feelings, life-altering futures, and an advent calendar of holiday tasks.
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Santa's Little Matchmakers ~ Caragh Leon 

After a car accident and a surprise proposal, Reese must decide if Griffith's love is real or just a result of the storm. 
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Tinsel & Tease ~ Trixie Travis 

While prepping for a cheeky holiday bash at her friend's quirky sex toy shop, Sylvia finds herself swept off her feet by a charming stranger. 
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The Unexpected Gift ~ Gianna M. Rose

With Christmas just around the corner, will a romance author and a lawyer, both guarding their hearts, realize that sometimes the best gifts are the ones they never expected?  

––––––––
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Mated Under the Mistletoe ~ Charley 

The beauty of the Colorado mountains, the magic of Christmas, and the power of love intertwine to create a captivating and heartwarming tale of romance, loyalty, and supernatural intrigue. 

––––––––
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If Christmas is You ~ Heather E. Andrews 

Can rockstar Zander rediscover the magic of Christmas when Mandilynn, his personal assistant, invites him to spend Christmas with her family?
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Home For Christmas
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By Linda Bleser



Originally Published in HOLIDAY HEARTS 

by DiskUs Publishing

––––––––
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In the heart of Copperfield Square, bakery owner Holly Bright reluctantly joins a Secret Santa exchange, only to receive the most thoughtful gifts. Her secret admirer, Chris Campbell, the owners’ reclusive son, hides behind a Santa suit to conceal his facial scars.

As they grow closer, Chris fears that revealing his true identity might ruin their connection, just as love blooms.
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Chapter One
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Holly admired the stunning crystal snow globes in the shop window, each one a miniature Norman Rockwell Christmas scene bathed in glittering snowdrifts. They were beautiful, mesmerizing, and outrageously overpriced. And yet, she stood transfixed by the swirling snow sparkling on pristine miniature landscapes. Tiny cottages, steepled churches, and sleepy chalets all glowed from within as if fairies bathed in candlelight dwelled inside. Miniature trees lined crystal ponds, their heavy boughs bent under the marzipan snow glaze. Each globe contained a perfect Christmas world captured in a bubble and held forever captive.

But such perfection existed only in the imagination. Holly wasn’t sure why she found the snow globes so fascinating. She didn’t even like Christmas. It was too commercial, chaotic, and hypocritical, full of forced smiles, insincere greetings, and people bustling about spending money they couldn’t afford on overpriced gifts.

With a name like Holly Bright, everyone assumed Christmas had a special meaning for her. It didn’t. Christmas was for family and friends, and Holly had neither. It was just another day on the calendar.

Besides, she’d never even seen snow. She’d lived her entire life in Florida, where the only clue it was winter came when they wound Christmas lights around the palm trees and Santa arrived wearing shorts and red knee socks. Maybe that’s why the winter scenes held such fascination. They captured something she’d always felt missing at the holidays—peace, quiet, solitude, and contentment.

The crystal globes blurred, shimmering beneath a quick rush of tears. Holly brushed her cheeks with the back of her hand and tore her gaze from the display window, turning her back on regrets. She wasn’t meant for such fairytale dreams. She’d learned that early in life.

Leaving the gift shop window, she walked through Copperfield Square, a charming Dickensian outdoor shopping mall. It was a throwback to a time when the roar of traffic didn’t interrupt one’s thoughts, neighbors kept an eye on each another, and shoppers socialized in the town square. 

The Victorian-style stores circled a central courtyard with cobblestone sidewalks lined with working oil street lamps. Her sensible heels clacked rhythmically along the cobblestones as Holly made her way past The Great Expectations Vintage Clothing, The Old Curiosity Shoppe, Oliver’s Pretzel Twists, and Cratchits and Ratchets Hardware to her shop in the northeast corner of the square—The Holly Tree Bakery. 

That she’d almost opened in one of the city’s sprawling malls sometimes haunted her. She thanked her lucky stars each day that she’d stumbled across the square. This place suited her.

The owners encouraged the small-town flavor with little touches that made the shopping experience an event rather than a chore, such as the live music in the central courtyard, the walking musicians and jugglers entertaining shoppers, and an annual Victorian stroll.

It was quiet now, but soon, the square would bustle with holiday shoppers making their way from one quaint shop to the next. By noon, the central courtyard would be hopping with people enjoying Christmas songs by a choral group hired for the holidays. They’d set down their packages, rest their feet, and throw coins in the fountain for a wish or two before continuing on their way.

Many would stop in the bakery for homemade fudge, a dozen cookies to bring home to the family, or a loaf of fresh, warm bread. Holly had to admit Christmas was good for business, and since the shop was all she had, she tolerated the season.

Which was also why she’d gone along with this cockamamie community Secret Santa idea.

Secret Santa? What idiot had come up with that?

She’d found the hand addressed, gold foil sealed invitation in her company mailbox last week and assumed it was a Christmas card. But inside, she saw a personal invitation in a flowing script from CS Enterprises, the owners of Copperfield Square.

Dear Holly,

Please join us in celebrating the Christmas season. Copperfield Square would like to ring in the holidays this year with its first annual Secret Santa holiday celebration!

Participation in the Secret Santa event is voluntary. However, we encourage all shop owners and employees to join the festivities.

Drop off five wrapped gifts (not to exceed a total cost of $10.00 each) to the Copperfield Square Village Post Office before Monday, December 20th. Gifts will be hand-delivered the week before Christmas. We hope the Holly-Tree Bakery will be a part of this special event.

Thank you, and Merry Christmas!

Kris Kringle

CS Enterprises

Holly thought the notion silly and frivolous. She’d held onto the invitation for an entire week before agreeing to take part, and she’d done so only because she absolutely adored Virginia and Roger Carpenter, the owners of CS Enterprises. 

Virginia had become a surrogate mother, stopping at the bakery at least once a week to visit. She was a sweet, grandmotherly woman who made everyone feel special. Holly would do anything for Virginia Carpenter, even if it meant taking part in some stupid Secret Santa gimmick.

Over the weekend, she’d wracked her brain to think of items suitable for men and women under ten dollars. Her first impulse had been to buy a set of candles and wrap each one individually just to get it over with. But in the end, she’d actually enjoyed shopping for unique gifts for others to unwrap. She’d left them at the management office as noted in the invitation and promptly forgot them.

Holly unlocked the door of the bakery. It was as charming inside as out, with muted Victorian wallpaper, gleaming glass display cases, marble-topped counters, and wrought-iron ice-cream parlor chairs. Along the walls were private booths, deeply upholstered in shades of pink and gray. Even the air was sweet, permanently scented with cinnamon and vanilla.

As the first one to arrive, she started the ovens and prepared for the day’s customers. Many of the Square’s shopkeepers and employees stopped by the bakery for their morning coffee and a muffin or cinnamon roll. Holly planned to make peppermint sticks, sprinkled holiday cookies, and sugarplum tarts today. The additions to her regular menu and the tiny sparkling lights adorning the front window were her only concessions to the holiday.

Business was brisk for a Monday. Typically, Holly preferred interacting with the customers in the bakery, but today, she made excuses to escape to the kitchen. If she heard one more “Merry Christmas” or “Happy Holidays,” she might scream. Thank goodness there was only one week left. After that, things would return to normal.

Holly peeked in the oven, gave the banana bread five more minutes, and then jerked to attention when she heard a cry from the front of the bakery. Fearing the worst, she rushed through the doorway and pulled up short. Santa Claus, in full red-and-white regalia, was standing at the counter.

Donna DeMatteo, a part-time employee hired to work the counter for the holidays, let out another delighted squeal and held up a glittering unicorn ornament. “It’s perfect. I love unicorns! Thank you!” She rushed around the counter and gave the red-suited man a hug.

Holly rolled her eyes. Hugging strangers! Christmas made such fools out of people. Shaking her head in annoyance, she turned to go back into the kitchen. 

“Just a second, Ms. Bright. Don’t you want to see what Santa brought you?”

Holly turned and stared at the man in red. “Me?”

He smiled, and by God, his eyes twinkled! 

“It’s Secret Santa week, remember?”

He chuckled, a warm, sexy, masculine sound so unlike Santa’s usual “ho-ho-ho” that had Holly thinking un-Christmas-like thoughts. 

She blinked, remembering the invitation from CS Enterprises. “Secret Santa. Of course. And you must be Kris Kringle?”

“At your service,” he said, holding out a gift with her name. “For you,” he said. “Merry Christmas.”

The quick thrill of delight caught Holly off guard. The present was almost too pretty to unwrap, wrapped in red velvet and adorned in a waterfall of silver ribbon curls. As silly as she’d originally thought about the Secret Santa idea, it touched her that someone had picked this gift and wrapped it with care. That kindness touched her. 

The silver ribbon shimmered as she turned the box from side to side. It was a rectangle, about the size of a book. Holly could count the number of Christmas gifts she’d received in her entire life on one hand. Anonymous or not, this was hers. All hers. 

“Aren’t you going to open it?” the man in red asked.

“Maybe I’ll wait,” she replied. It might be nice for a change to have a gift to open on Christmas morning.

Kris Kringle, or whatever his name was, leaned closer. “Can’t,” he said with a mischievous grin. “The rules say that you must open your gift when delivered.”

Holly frowned. “I don’t remember reading that.”

His chuckle was deep and infectious and caught her totally off guard. She wished she could see the face behind the billowy snow-white beard.

She smiled. “You’re teasing.”

“Ho-ho-ho.”

Holly asked if he’d like to stay for milk and cookies to draw out the anticipation.

“I’m afraid I can’t,” he said, looking disappointed. “I have more gifts to deliver before the end of the day.”

“Oh.” Holly felt strangely disappointed as well.

He tipped his head. “But maybe tomorrow I’ll make the bakery my last stop and take you up on your invitation.” He patted the padding on his stomach. “Santa can’t resist Christmas cookies.”

Holly toyed with the silver ribbon curls. Since she couldn’t think of an excuse to wait any longer, she took her time untying the ribbon and removing the wrapping paper to uncover a book. Not just any book.

She ran her fingertip over the red leather binding and traced the gold embossed title. A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens. How appropriate. Not only because of Dickens’s theme of Copperfield Square but also because of her love of classic books. Overwhelming emotions rose in her throat, nearly choking her. Tears welled up for the second time today. What was wrong with her?

Santa leaned closer and brushed the tear away. His voice lowered to a silky whisper only she could hear. “Are you all right?”

Holly shook off his concern, feeling silly. “I just ... yes.” What could she say? She wasn’t even sure what she was feeling. “Thank you.” She pivoted, clasping the book to her chest, and escaped into the kitchen.



Chris Campbell wished he could hang around the bakery a little longer. But he had other packages to deliver before the stores closed for the day. The Secret Santa promotion was his idea to spread goodwill among shop owners and employees. He also had an ulterior motive.

Copperfield Square was a family-run business. His job entailed working behind the scenes—tallying figures, keeping the books, and ensuring everything ran smoothly. Because of the burn scars on the right side of his face, Chris wasn’t comfortable in public. Playing Santa allowed him to mingle and meet the shopkeepers leasing space in the Square, all while comfortably hidden in disguise.

Now he’d met Holly Bright. She was even prettier than her name, with a short cap of curly black hair, peaches and cream complexion, and midnight-blue eyes sadder than any he’d ever seen.

He understood why she wasn’t comfortable receiving gifts. He’d been there once and hoped that before the week was out, he’d get the chance to tell her just how much they had in common. 

When he’d read her personnel file, it struck him that they were survivors, both orphans who’d lived on the streets. He’d been lucky. The Campbells had rescued him from a life of misery, giving him more than their name. He had a family and a future. Most of all, they’d given him hope.

Holly hadn’t been as lucky. She’d spent her childhood shuffled from one foster home to the next. No wonder there was so much sadness locked away behind those blue eyes. He understood what she tried to hide and was determined to bring a genuine smile to her face.

He had one week to accomplish that mission. Afterward, he’d have to step out of his Santa disguise and hope she’d see past the scars.
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Chapter Two
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On Tuesday, Holly kept glancing at the clock. She felt a strange sense of expectation but wasn’t sure why. Every time the little bell over the door rang, she’d stop what she was doing and look up, vaguely disappointed not to find a man in a Santa Claus suit.

Silly, she chided herself to expect anyone to care. Hadn’t she learned well enough by now? Yet something about the man in the red suit left her anticipating his arrival.

A steady stream of customers made the day go by quickly. Holly soon forgot all about watching the door, so when he finally showed up at four o’clock, she was surprised and secretly pleased to see him standing inside.

He boomed the traditional Santa greeting of “Ho-ho-ho!” Children clamored at his feet, and everyone in the bakery smiled. He turned, spotted Holly behind the counter, and winked. She felt a flush rise to her cheeks and bent to arrange a tray of cookies, wondering why her heart fluttered.

While Santa made his rounds, patiently talking to the children in the bakery and handing out gifts to the employees, Holly waited.

Finally, he made his way to her. “Merry Christmas, Holly Bright,” he said in a voice that weakened her knees.

“I didn’t think you’d make it today.”

“I promised I’d be here, didn’t I?”

Holly nodded, but in her heart, she knew better than to believe in promises. They were easy to make and more challenging to keep. Why should Santa be an exception?

“I made the bakery my last stop of the day,” he explained. “If your generous offer still stands, I’d love to take you up on it.”

“Of course,” Holly said. “Cookies and milk, right? Or would you rather have coffee?”

“Actually, I’d prefer hot chocolate if you have it. But only if you sit with me.”

“Oh, I couldn’t,” Holly argued. “We’re so busy with the holidays and—” 

He held up a finger to stop her. “You only get your next present if you keep me company.”

Holly tilted her head. This time, she was sure he was teasing her. “Is that in the rules, too?”

“I’m Santa Claus,” he said. “I make the rules.”

“Not in here, you don’t.” She’d meant to tease him, but it didn’t come out that way. She wasn’t used to being playful, and her teasing skills were rusty.

“When was the last time you took a break?”

She opened her mouth to speak, then stopped, realizing she hadn’t had a break all day. “I...”

He nodded. “That’s what I thought. According to the company rules, you’re supposed to take two breaks a day and one for lunch.”

“You’re big on rules, aren’t you?”

“When necessary,” he admitted, taking her hand. He turned to Donna and ordered cookies and hot chocolate.

“Just water for me,” Holly called over her shoulder, letting him lead her to a corner booth.

“Water?” He made a soft tsk-tsk sound. “Why deny yourself the pleasure of comfort food?”

Holly settled into the seat across from him. “What’s comfort food?”

He looked surprised. “You own a bakery and don’t know what comfort food is? It’s anything that reminds us of home, that brings back happy memories of when we were young.”

Holly glanced away. She had no happy memories of childhood. But she wouldn’t admit that to her closest friend, let alone a stranger. “What are some of your comfort foods?” she asked. “Besides hot chocolate.”

He leaned back and smiled, a dreamy expression on his face. “Apple walnut cake. Just the smell of it fills me with warm and grateful memories.”

“Grateful?” That was an odd choice of words.

Nodding, he explained, “I was adopted at twelve. The day I came to live with my new family, my adopted mother made an apple walnut cake. It was the first time anyone had made something special just for me.”

Holly felt a familiar tug in her heart. How many times had she dreamed of a family adopting her—a father who’d swing her over his shoulder and a mother who’d fuss over her and make her favorite treats? How hard it had been to realize those dreams would never come true. She’d learned to close off those yearnings. Tuck them away in a place where they couldn’t hurt. It was too late to wish for anything different.

He continued talking, unaware of the effect his words had on her. “Ever since that day, apple walnut cake has been my favorite. I’d request it for birthdays, holidays and just about any occasion requiring dessert. It reminded me of how lucky I was.”

Holly nodded. Before she could question him more about his childhood, Donna arrived with a tray of assorted cookies, one mug of hot chocolate, and a glass of ice water.

Holly toyed with her water and watched as the man across from her sipped his hot chocolate. “Shouldn’t you take off the fake beard to drink that?”

He glanced around the bakery. “Can’t do that,” he said. “It would spoil the illusion.”

Holly had the strangest feeling he was talking about more than simply disappointing the children. Maybe there was safety in playing a role. After all, would she be sitting here with him now if he hadn't dressed as Santa? Something about the red suit and snow-white beard inspired trust, even in people who rarely opened up to strangers.

“I don’t even know your name,” she said.

“Chris.”

Holly rolled her eyes. “As in Kris Kringle?” Fine. It made no difference to her if he wanted to continue the charade. She wasn’t even sure why it mattered so much.

“No,” he replied. “As in Christopher. But my friends call me Chris.”

“Oh.” Holly felt a quick flash of embarrassment. She suspected he was trying to hide something. But suspicion came second nature to her now.

“So,” he said. “I’ve talked long enough. What are some of your comfort foods?”

She looked away, then back again. His eyes were so sincere that she found herself drawn to them. “I don’t have any,” she blurted out. “No comfort foods, and no blissful childhood memories to accompany them.”

He reached across the table and cradled her hand in his. “It’s never too late to make happy memories,” he assured her. “You can start now. Today.”

She gave a snort of disbelief. “I think my break’s over.” She tried to pull her hand away, but he held it tight.

“No. You can’t leave yet. You haven’t opened your gift.” He reached into the bag beside him and pulled out a present wrapped in red velvet. She’d almost forgotten why he was here to begin with. It was his job. He was the Secret Santa. Her gift was his last delivery of the day. She might as well open it so they could both go home.

Holly tore open the package. A delicate china pedestal mug lay tucked inside the box, carefully wrapped in tissue paper. The base and rim of the mug had holly vines decorating them with bright red berries nestled in the center of spiky green leaves. It was almost as if someone chose the gift, particularly for her. Holly was a typical decoration on Christmas items, but still...

Inside the cup was a package of gourmet hot chocolate. Holly glanced from the cup to Chris and back again. Too much of a coincidence?

She tucked the packet of hot chocolate back inside the cup. “Comfort food?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Could be.”

“Thank you,” she said, the words catching in her throat.

“Don’t thank me.” He affected an air of casual nonchalance. “This is from your Secret Santa—whoever that might be.”

But she suspected there was more to it than that. It was too much of a coincidence. She wiped crumbs from the table. It seemed silly to continue sitting with him. He’d delivered the present and finished his cookies and hot chocolate.



Chris watched her fidget. He could tell she was looking for an excuse to leave, but he wasn’t ready to let her go. What started as a way of reaching out to someone with a similar background had become a challenge. He was determined to bring a genuine smile to her face, not the forced, polite one she showed the rest of the world.

“Hey,” he said, trying to draw her attention back. “What are you thinking about?”

“I’m thinking I should get back to work. And I’m sure you’re dying to get out of that suit. Aren’t you hot?”

“Hot and itchy,” he admitted with a grin. But he’d rather have a heat rash than chance her rejecting him for what he hid beneath the fake beard. “I guess this costume would make a great snowsuit up north.”

“Not much snow in Florida,” she admitted. Then her face turned wistful. “Just once, I’d love to see actual snow. I bet it’s beautiful.”

“You’ve never seen snow?”

She shook her head. “No.”

Her expression was such a yearning that if Chris had the power to command nature, he’d make it snow this minute.

She got up to leave, her gaze a thousand miles away. Chris made one last attempt to pull her back. “Don’t forget your present,” he said, getting to his feet beside her. For the first time, he felt silly wearing a Santa Claus suit. It wasn’t the best way to impress an attractive woman.

He scooped the gift off the table and handed it to her. “Take it home and put it under your tree.”

“My...?” She gave a distracted shake of her head. “I don’t have a tree.”

Chris simply stared, not sure he’d heard right. “You don’t have a Christmas tree?”

Holly took a breath and straightened her shoulders. “No. It’s silly to put up a tree for just one person. And I’m hardly ever home, anyway.”

Excuses, he thought. But he didn’t press the point. He hoped that by the end, he’d change her feelings about Christmas and its accompanying accouterments.

She took the gift from his hands. “Thank you,” she said, then walked away and disappeared into the back room. Although Chris found excuses to hang around a little longer, Holly never returned.

He finally gave up and left. Besides, he had a special errand to run before it got too late.



Holly pulled up to a dark apartment. Home. Unlike the bakery, there were no concessions to the holidays. No tree, twinkling lights, canned Christmas carols, or ceramic knickknacks cluttering the tables. She wouldn’t have to vacuum pine needles out of the rug for the next few months or pick tinsel out of the ductwork. She couldn’t see disrupting her entire life for a week’s worth of commercial propaganda.

So why did it feel so empty?

She dropped the gift box onto the kitchen table alongside yesterday’s package. Secret Santa. It was all his fault, opening old wounds and useless yearnings.

She opened the freezer and stared at the neat, orderly stacks of low-fat microwave entrees. Nothing appealed to her. She had no appetite, anyway. With a sigh, she closed the freezer and wandered restlessly, the long, lonely hours of the evening stretching before her. What was wrong with her? She’d always preferred her solitude. Why did solitude suddenly feel like loneliness?

She flipped on the radio, only to hear the opening chords of “I’ll Be Home for Christmas.” Of all the sappy, sentimental Christmas songs, she hated that one most. It was a painful reminder that she had no place to go home to for the holidays. She turned off the radio with a weary sigh and slumped into a chair.

Maybe she’d just watch something on TV or read a book. She ran her fingers over the copy of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. She hadn’t read it in ages but could still remember the story of Scrooge and his visits from the Ghost of Christmas Past, the Ghost of Christmas Present, and the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come. With a little snort of disgust, she turned away. If a ghost visited her tonight, it’d most likely be the Ghost of Christmas Never.

And she felt like the biggest Scrooge of all. She’d become a miserable, lonely old woman if she didn’t change her ways. Was that what she wanted?

She slammed her hand on the table. No! She was just scared, that's all. Afraid to open up only to be hurt. Frightened to admit that she wanted the same things everyone else did—friends and family and homespun traditions. Admitting the desire only made the yearning more intense. There was no reason to let The Ghost of Christmas Past continue to darken her future.

Maybe she couldn’t change overnight, but she could take little steps along the way. Tomorrow, she’d pick up a few decorations to brighten her apartment. She’d attempt to do something nice for the people around her.

And she had an idea where to start.

Holly pulled down cookbooks, searching for a special recipe.
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Chapter Three
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Wednesday morning, Holly took special care when dressing. Her step was light, and she walked with a renewed sense of purpose. She wished strangers a Merry Christmas. When she passed the glittering snow globes in the Old Curiosity Shop, she stopped to admire them. Instead of a sense of sadness, she felt a glimmer of hope. Some things were still within her grasp. All she had to do was reach for them.

At the bakery, she turned on holiday music, whistling Christmas carols as she worked. By the time Donna arrived, Holly had cranberry bread in the oven, red and green pinwheel cookies cooling on a rack, and a bowl of batter in the mixer for the special recipe she’d dug out of her files.

“Good morning,” she called out.

Donna poked her head into the kitchen. “Smells great!” She patted her waist and groaned. “I’ve gained ten pounds since I started working here.”

“Comfort food,” Holly said wistfully.

“Any more comfort, and you’ll have to roll me to work in the morning.”

Holly laughed. She was looking forward to Chris’ arrival and knew that was part of why she was in such a good mood. 

She didn’t even know what he looked like behind that costume and beard. But she could see the kindness in his eyes, hear the gentleness in his voice. His laughter touched a chord inside her, and his touch was comforting. Most of all, she clung to his message ... that it was never too late to build a future. Never too late to hope. Life could change overnight, heralded by something as simple as the smell of apple walnut cake.

By lunchtime, Holly was ready for a break. Besides the extra holiday treats she’d prepared for the bakery, she’d whipped up a few special things. One was cooling on the counter for later. She arranged the others in a wicker gift basket: gingerbread, pound cake, pistachio wreaths, and peppermint sticks. She tied a big red bow on the handle, tucked a card inside, and left Donna in charge while she delivered the gift basket.

Stepping outside, she walked around the square, past Nicholas Nickleby’s Nuthouse, The Pickwick Papers Bookstore, and Tiny Tim’s Shoeshine Stand. The sun sparkled off silver bells and satin ribbons, turning each gaily decorated storefront into a picture postcard. For the first time, Holly took a moment to admire each one.

A winter wonderland adorned the central courtyard, with a white picket fence and a vintage sleigh surrounded by cotton snowdrifts. Children lined up to sit on Santa’s lap. Holly spotted Chris sitting on a red velvet throne, playing the part of Kris Kringle.

She watched as the children scrambled onto his lap one by one, their eyes filled with wonder. Chris took his time with each child, his laughter ringing through the park and bringing Christmas to everyone within hearing distance. She waved, and he gave her a wink, and Holly continued on her way, swinging the basket by her side.

Entering the management offices of CS Enterprises, she found Virginia Campbell behind the desk. In her new holiday mood, Holly realized Virginia could easily play the part of Mrs. Claus with her plump, matronly figure, snow-white hair, and half-moon glasses.

“Merry Christmas,” Holly said, handing her the gift basket.

Virginia’s eyes lit up. “Oh honey, how sweet of you! That’s so thoughtful.” She admired its contents, then came around and wrapped Holly in a warm, soft embrace. 

Holly didn’t stiffen but let herself luxuriate in the sweet-smelling embrace. If she was to turn over a new leaf and embark on a holiday gift-giving spree, she couldn’t think of a better place to start.

“Have you had lunch yet?” Virginia asked. “Or can you join me?”

“I have a few minutes,” Holly replied. “We’re busy this week, but I think they can manage without me at the bakery for a little while.”

“Well, I’ve been meaning to talk to you anyway,” Virginia said, patting Holly’s arm. “Roger and I were wondering whether you had plans for the holidays. We’d love it if you’d consider spending Christmas with us.”

A well of emotion tightened in her throat. Virginia was one of the few people she’d told about her past. Virginia knew Holly had no family to celebrate the holidays with, and the invitation came from the heart. But Holly couldn’t bring herself to accept, even if it meant telling a little white lie.

“I’m sorry, I have plans. But thank you so much for your invitation. Besides, you’ll have a full house as it is.” Holly knew Roger and Virginia had a large family of children, grandchildren, nieces, and nephews. Being surrounded by so much love and family tradition would only make her emptiness unbearable.

Virginia gave her a long, knowing look. “Well,” she said kindly. “The invitation stands if your plans change. We can always fit one more around the table.”

On impulse, Holly hugged the woman, touched by the offer. She tried to imagine being surrounded by laughter, children with stockings hung over the fireplace, and turkey with all the trimmings spread across a holiday table. The stark contrast between the traditional image of a family celebration and her lonely apartment was almost too painful to bear. It’d only make going home that much harder.

“Thank you,” Holly said sincerely. “I really should get back.” Then, on impulse, she turned to Virginia. “You wouldn’t be my Secret Santa, would you?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

Holly shrugged. “I don’t know. The gifts seem so personal somehow. I thought it must be someone...”. She was going to say someone who cared, but that sounded melodramatic.

“Well,” Virginia said with a fluttery laugh. “I’m not surprised. Chris spent a lot of time on this project. It was his idea, and I think he’s done a wonderful job, don’t you?”

Holly nodded, then grilled Virginia for information, trying not to be too obvious. “Chris is an employee?”

“You could say that.” Virginia laughed, leaned close, and whispered. “But we’re sworn to secrecy. He doesn’t want to spoil the illusion by revealing his identity yet.”

“So, you know him well?”

“Oh, very well,” Virginia said with a wide smile. “He’s one of my very favorite people.”

That made Holly feel better. If Chris had Virginia’s seal of approval, he must be a special person.

Holly held onto that thought for the rest of the afternoon. When Chris appeared at the end of the day, she told Donna she’d handle his order. When she exited the kitchen with two dishes of the special dessert she’d baked for him, Chris was already sitting at the booth waiting. On top of the table was a box nearly two feet tall. 

Holly blinked. “Is that...?”

“For you?” He tipped his head and beamed. “Why, I believe it is! But we’ll get to that a little later,” he said with a smile. “Half the fun of receiving a Christmas gift is the anticipation.”

Holly stared at the gift, experiencing the delight of a child. He was right. The anticipation was delicious. It almost didn’t matter what was inside. What mattered was the thought that someone had taken the time and effort to choose something just for her. No wonder the holidays held such an appeal. Looking at the gaily wrapped gift made her feel special, sentimental, and loved.

To cover her embarrassment, Holly made a production of setting the plates and mugs on the table. She held her breath when she placed the dish before Chris, wondering if she’d made a mistake.

Chris looked from the dessert to Holly and back again. “Is this apple walnut cake?”

She shrugged, and he watched, enchanted, as a blush crept to her cheeks. “I just ... when you said it held special memories for you, I thought...”

He reached out for her hand, touched beyond words. “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

She looked away. “It was no trouble. I mean ... I run a bakery.”

He smiled, watching her try to make light of it, but he knew how much the simple gesture meant coming from someone unaccustomed to giving or receiving gifts. He knew because he’d been there himself once upon a time.

“What you said yesterday about it never being too late to make memories...” She sighed, a wistful sound that tugged at his heart. “It just made me take a long, hard look at my life.”

He gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “It wasn’t a happy one, was it?”

She shook her head but didn’t pull her hand from his. “No. It was a lot like yours, only without the happy ending.”

Chris couldn’t tell her he knew that already. Aside from the bits of information he’d read in her personnel file, he’d heard stories from his mother about Holly Bright. Virginia Campbell had taken a special interest in Holly, and his mother was an excellent judge of character. That, more than anything else, was the reason he’d set out to make Holly’s Christmas special this year. He’d simply wanted to do something nice. He didn’t know he’d care so much about her. And he hadn’t counted on her ability to touch him so deeply.

“I was lucky,” he said. “I was well past the ideal adoption age. Most people are looking for babies or adorable toddlers. I was an angry twelve-year-old, already living on the streets and trying to develop a hard edge to protect myself from the world’s disappointments.”

“What happened?”

“An angel came into my life,” he explained. It was as simple as that. A very special angel. “I think you know her,” he said. “Virginia Campbell.”

Holly’s eyes widened. “Virginia?”

He nodded. “She’s a special lady. I saw you bringing a basket to her office today. Apparently, you think so too.”

“Yes, she is. But how did you meet her?”

Chris struggled with the memories. It was something he didn’t talk about often, but there was something about Holly that made him open up. “I wasn’t as tough as I thought,” he said. “I got into some trouble with a gang of kids who were tougher than I was and meaner than any twelve-year-old could even imagine.”

He reached up, unconsciously rubbing at the scars hidden by the fake beard. “They beat me, stabbed me, and left me for dead in a burning warehouse. When I woke up, I was at the county hospital fighting for my life.”

Chris thought back to that day, realizing it was both the worst day of his life and the luckiest. “When I opened my eyes, I saw an angel who smelled like vanilla and had the sweetest voice in the world.”

“Virginia?”

He nodded. “She was a nurse’s aide at the hospital. She stayed by my side, bandaged my wounds, read me stories, and held my hand when I thought I’d die from the pain. In return, I gave her abuse. I screamed at her, called her names, and told her I didn’t need anybody.”

Even now, the memories stung. “But she saw through all that anger. She found the hurt child hiding inside and wouldn’t let me push her away.”

He took a deep breath. “She helped me heal, both inside and out. And when the time came for me to be released from the hospital, she took me home, fed me apple walnut cake, and continued healing my wounds.”

He could see Holly trying to take it all in. She shook her head. “Virginia Campbell adopted you? She’s your mother?”

“Yes. And I was right all along. She was, and is, an angel.” He leaned closer, his voice barely a whisper. “Sometimes, Holly, angels come into your life when you need them most. But they can’t walk in if you keep the door closed. Have enough faith to welcome them.”

“Chris Campbell,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “I should’ve recognized the name.”

“Does that make a difference? Is the magic gone now that you know I’m not really Santa Claus?”

Holly smiled. “I suspected you weren’t really Santa Claus. I just have to get it through my head that you’re also my landlord.”

As if he’d said too much, Chris picked up his fork and began digging into the wedge of apple walnut cake she’d set in front of him.

Holly tried to speak over the lump in her throat, still digesting what he’d told her.

Chris Campbell. Until today, he’d simply been a faceless name at the bottom of a rental agreement for CS Enterprises. And now? She took in the man before her in the jolly Santa disguise, who talked as easily about angels as he did about street gangs. A man who understood what it was like to lose hope and then unexpectedly find it again. She watched him devour the last crumb of apple walnut cake and, for the first time, let herself believe maybe it wasn’t too late to make happy memories.

She leaned across the table and reached toward his beard, surprised when he jerked away. “I’m sorry,” she said, pulling her hand back. “I was just ... you had crumbs caught in your beard.”

He shook his head. “Knee-jerk reaction,” he said, brushing at the crumbs. “I thought you were going to pull the beard off.” His eyes grew somber. “The time I spent in the hospital. It left me with scars.” He let out an uncomfortable laugh. “Without the Santa Claus beard, my face scares small children. It wouldn’t do to frighten them at Christmas time now, would it?”

Holly’s voice was quiet, refusing to let him make a joke out of it. “Is that why no one’s ever seen you around the Square?”

“I work better in private.” Then, his gaze locked on hers as if regretting the flip answer. “Yes, I guess you’re right. It’s easier to stay behind the scenes of CS Enterprises and not have to explain.”

This time, it was Holly who reached for his hand. “We all have scars. Some of us wear them on the outside, and others on the inside.”

He brought her hand to his lips, lightly brushing them over her knuckles. “Do you know how appropriately named you are, Miss Holly Bright?”

Holly’s breath whooshed out in an embarrassed laugh. “People are staring.”

“I’m used to it,” he said. Then he released her hand and smiled. “When you’re dressed up as Santa, people notice.”

Holly felt herself drowning in his eyes. They were the most brilliant shade of green she’d ever seen, a perfect complement to the red Santa suit. She had to fight to drag her eyes from his, and when she did, her gaze came to rest on the present. She’d forgotten all about it.

Holly couldn’t resist another peek at the box. What could it be?

Chris watched her, smiling. “You can’t stand it, can you?”

There was no use denying it. The wrapped gift held a fascinating appeal. Opening it would satisfy her curiosity but destroy the illusion. It was more fun trying to imagine what was inside because, in her experience, reality seldom lived up to fantasy.

“You know,” Chris said. “I could make you wait until Christmas morning, but I’m selfish, and I’d rather have the pleasure of watching you open it myself. Besides, if you don’t hurry, it might die.”

Holly’s heart gave a jolt. “It’s alive?” She had visions of some poor animal clinging to life inside the box while they’d dallied over dessert. She reached for the lid, surprised when the entire top lifted off.

Underneath was a two-foot-tall potted pine tree decorated with miniature silver and gold ornaments. Chris reached for a battery-operated switch, and the tree lit up with tiny twinkling lights.

Holly gasped in surprise and delight. It was absolutely enchanting. She turned to Chris, who watched her with a wide grin as if he was the one who’d just received a gift. She was touched beyond words, and when she could tear her attention away from the tabletop Christmas tree, there was a quiver in her voice. “You did this, didn’t you?”

“Let’s just say a little birdie told Santa someone didn’t have a tree. What’s Christmas without a tree to put your presents under?”

Holly knew he was responsible, even though he wouldn’t confirm or deny it. Hadn’t he grilled her about having a Christmas tree? And just last night, she’d decided to embrace the holiday rather than keep herself distant. It was as if he’d read her mind.

“It’s perfect.” She closed her eyes and inhaled, letting the bittersweet tang of fresh pine surround her. It smelled fresh and clean and carried the scent of new memories in the making.

“Thank you,” she said sincerely.

He ducked his head and gave a self-conscious shrug, then changed the subject, saving them both from further embarrassment. “Any chance I can get another piece of that apple walnut cake?”

“Oh, I think I can wrangle another slice or two.” She didn’t bother telling him she’d only made the cake for him. It would only embarrass them both.

[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Chris pushed himself away from the dinner table with a groan. “I can’t eat another bite.”

Virginia fussed over him. “You’ve hardly eaten anything! And I’ve made your favorite dinner.”

He leaned over and kissed his mother’s cheek. “I’m sorry, Mom, I had a late lunch.”

“Late lunch or late dessert?”

“Oh, a little of both,” he admitted.

“I notice you’ve been making the bakery your last stop of the day.”

“Nothing gets by your eagle eye, does it?” He smiled, knowing how protective his mother was. He just wasn’t sure if her concerns were for Holly or him. When she rose, he gestured for her to stay seated, then moved around the table, picking up dishes. “Sit down, Mom. I’ll clear the table.”

Virginia patted his hand. “You’re a good boy.” Her eyes glistened. “I’m so lucky you came into my life.” She reached out and ran the back of her fingers along his jaw, caressing the still-visible scars, a constant reminder of the life he’d escaped.

“I’m the lucky one,” he admitted, his heart in his throat. “Heaven sent me an angel.”

Before things could get too sappy, Roger interrupted them, coming into the room, his plate heaped with a second helping of mashed potatoes and gravy. “I saved you some potatoes, Chris.”

“No thanks, Dad. I couldn’t eat another bite.”

Roger crooked an eyebrow. “Well, that’s a first. Are you sick or something?”

Virginia piped up. “Chris has been spending a lot of time at the bakery.”

“Oh, I see.” Roger winked. “Developed a sweet tooth, have you?”

“You could say that.” Chris didn’t mind the good-natured ribbing. He adored both his parents. Perfectly matched, they both had hearts big enough to shelter the world. He’d always be grateful for their love and nurturing and knew they’d show the same loving care to Holly if he ever got the nerve to bring her home.

Which reminded him. He had a special gift in mind for tomorrow. The stores would be open for a few more hours, and he’d find exactly what he was looking for with any luck.
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Chapter Four
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Holly couldn’t believe it was Thursday already. The week was flying by too fast. Before, she couldn’t wait to get the holidays over with. Now, she’d be sorry to see them end. She looked forward to Santa’s daily visits. It had nothing to do with the presents he brought but with the man behind the suit.

Strange that she’d be attracted to a man in a Santa suit. But he walked with a decidedly un-Santa-like swagger, humor and sensuality smoldering in the depths of his sea-green eyes.

She tried to imagine his appearance behind the curly white wig and beard. Was his hair dark or light? Long or short?

Her wandering imagination came to a halt. He’d said he had scars on his face. She wondered how severe they were and how it affected his self-esteem. Would he be the same man without the safety of a disguise to hide behind? Her heart went out to the man who still carried the scars of a troubled youth. How could he put the painful past behind him when it faced him in the mirror every day?

And what about her? Accustomed to keeping her distance from relationships, she was comfortable with him. Perhaps the suit gave her a measure of safety, a distance. As long as he came dressed as Santa Claus, it was only a fantasy that she could deal with. Could she handle a real man with real needs?

She didn’t know the answer to that question. It was one she wouldn’t have to think about just yet. For now, it was enough to enjoy the daily visits from her Secret Santa.

Working in the kitchen, she hummed along with the Christmas carols playing in the background. Today’s featured items included cherry pie, cranberry walnut bread, and stained-glass cookies. Surprisingly, Holly enjoyed having holiday spirit.

It seemed like the day would never end. She watched the hands of the clock creep slowly around until she thought she’d scream with frustration. When Chris finally showed up at day’s end, she was waiting.

Chris stepped through the doorway, looked at Holly, and realized he’d never seen her look prettier. Her eyes glowed. She had a rosy blush to her cheeks, and her upturned lips welcomed him. He had an irresistible urge to sweep her up in his arms and see if he could coax a girlish giggle from her lips. He would do just that if he wasn’t dressed as Santa Claus. But he knew the first time he held her had to be without a disguise. To do that, he’d have to reveal his face and risk seeing her smile of greeting turn to pity. He wasn’t sure he was ready for that. Not yet.

He listened to her bubbly chatter about the little gifts she’d picked for her employees and the bags of cookies she’d prepared for the children who would line up in the courtyard tomorrow for a visit with Santa. He watched her delight at discovering the true spirit of Christmas for the first time in her life, and it filled him with a sense of pride that he’d played a small part in shifting her attitude.

As usual, she seemed surprised when he handed her the gift he’d brought, as if she still couldn’t believe it. If he had his way, he’d give her a gift every day just to see that spark of innocent pleasure in her eyes. He’d shower her with gifts until she couldn’t remember a day that had ever gone by without one.

As they sat over cookies and hot chocolate, Chris realized that each day their visits lasted a little longer, and every day, he had to force himself to keep from stopping by sooner. And it still wasn’t enough. He wanted to spend hours listening to her laughter, hearing her talk about her dreams, and sharing stories about their lives. He wanted to spend Christmas with her and every holiday after that. The realization came as a shock to him. He’d simply set out to make her smile, and in return, she’d captured his heart.

Holly ran her fingers over her latest Secret Santa gift, savoring every moment of anticipation. First, she untied the ribbon, winding it around her fingers and setting it aside. She carefully lifted the tape, unwrapping the paper in one complete sheet that she folded and put to the side.

She peeked up at Chris, eyes sparkling with delight, drawing out the moment before opening the box.

Chris held his breath, hoping she liked the gift. He didn’t have to tell her to be careful. Her movements were slow, cautious, almost reverent as she lifted the delicate spun-glass angel from its bed of tissue paper. She held it up, watching the light shimmer over the golden crown, then sparkle over and around the crystal wings. A cascade of hand-blown glass fell in loops and swirls, forming a flowing gown that caught and captured the light.

Holly let out a sound that was little more than a breath filled with pleasure. “Oh, she’s so beautiful!” She turned the angel, admiring it from every angle. Light danced over the curves, turning the solid glass into a shimmering waterfall. “I’ve never seen anything so perfect.”

When she thanked him, this time he didn’t deny picking it out. He reached for her hand. “Promise me you’ll put it on your tree?”

“I will,” she said. “But it’s too pretty to pack away when Christmas ends.”

“You don’t have to pack it away. Leave it on a shelf somewhere. That way, when you look at it every day, you’ll remember to watch for your own personal angel.”

She wondered if angels ever came dressed as Santa Claus? He’d brought magic into her life and gave her a reason to look forward to the holidays. He’d become her personal guardian angel in just a few short days.

“So,” he said. “What are your plans for Christmas?”

Holly shrugged. “I don’t have any plans. I thought I’d play it by ear. Spend a quiet day alone.” She realized it sounded pathetic, but it wasn’t. Not really. She had a little tree, and an angel, and...

She’d still be alone.

Clearing her throat, she tossed the question back to him. “What are you doing for Christmas?”

“Oh, I’ll be busy delivering presents all over the world. Me, Rudolph, Donner, and...”

Holly stifled a laugh. “After you and the reindeer deliver presents, what will you do?”

“Family stuff,” he said, then shrugged. “Out of town.”

The quick stab of disappointment surprised Holly. Maybe she’d harbored a secret fantasy that they could share Christmas together. But that was silly. He had a home and a family. Why would he want to spend Christmas with a lonely waif?

“Well, I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time,” she said, trying to hide her disappointment.

There was a moment of awkward silence, yet neither one moved to leave. Holly brushed crumbs from the table, scooped them onto the empty plate, then picked up and refolded the wrapping paper beside it.

Finally, Chris broke the silence. “So, tell me,” he said. “If you could sit on Santa’s lap and ask for anything you wanted, what would it be?”

Holly grinned at the thought of climbing onto his lap with a list, then felt a flush rise to her cheeks. Naughty or nice? Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

“Snow,” she murmured, growing serious. “I’d like to see snow for Christmas.”

“It doesn’t snow in Florida,” he reminded her.

She sighed. “I know.” She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to wake up on Christmas morning to the wonder of snow falling, turning the world into a glittering, shimmering fantasyland. “But I can dream, can’t I?”

Chris looked into her eyes and realized that no matter how much she tried to deny it, Holly had never lost the capacity to dream. A little girl who feared acknowledging her desires would lead to disappointment was locked inside. But they were there, and with some coaxing, maybe he could give her the confidence to reach for them, one small dream at a time.

But he was running out of time. Christmas fell on Monday this year, so a three-day weekend was ahead. He’d promised to go to the cabin with his family on Friday night. If he waited until Saturday, he could still be there in time for Christmas Eve, giving him one more day to convince Holly to reach for her dreams.

And, in the process, maybe he’d find that one elusive dream he’d been searching for his entire life.
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Chapter Five
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Holly woke up Friday with a smile and a delicious sense of anticipation fluttering in her chest. She felt like a schoolgirl with her first crush. Chris had called last night, surprising her as she’d settled down for an evening in front of the TV. They’d spent almost two hours on the phone talking about everything from politics to pop culture. He’d told her hilarious stories about his family—Virginia and Roger and an assortment of nieces, nephews, and godchildren. He made them come alive in her imagination, and she could picture them all—a riot of noise, laughter, and confusion with Chris at the center.

And she could picture Chris, too. But instead of a Santa suit, she saw him in body-hugging Levi’s and a soft flannel shirt, stretched out on the couch with the phone resting on his chest. She imagined sea-green eyes twinkling as he recounted one tale after another.

Talking on the telephone was a completely different experience, more intimate yet somehow safer than face-to-face. She opened up and revealed things she’d never shared with another person. It was amazing how much they had in common. They liked the same movies and books. They had the same morals and values. More importantly, they both knew what it felt like to be alone. He experienced what it felt like before the Campbells rescued him.

By the end of their phone call, she felt as if she’d known Chris Campbell forever. She’d fallen asleep with his voice still whispering in her ear and drifted slowly awake in the morning through a veil of misty dreams. She opened her eyes and stretched lazily, a purr of pleasure rumbling in her throat, looking forward to another day in a week already brimming with surprises.

It was cool enough outside to wear a jacket. Holly whistled on her way to work and realized the tune was “Let It Snow.” She looked up. There was no chance of snow for Christmas, but magic was in the air. It surrounded her, beckoned her, made her heart light, and drew a smile from deep within.

She whistled the song as she made her way through Copperfield Square. There was a spring to her step, and her heels clicked in four-quarter time over the cobblestone path.

The bakery was busier than normal, with customers picking up last-minute party treats and gift baskets. Holly preferred to be busy. It made the day go by faster. She helped Donna behind the counter, working straight through lunch even though she insisted each employee take their breaks and a full lunch hour.

She would’ve worked straight through to closing if Virginia Campbell hadn’t called.

“Holly, I hate to bother you, but could you come to the office for a few minutes?”

“Is everything all right?” Holly tried to keep the alarm from her voice. Virginia never asked for anything. Holly worried that the stress of the holidays took its toll on the older woman.

“Oh, everything’s fine. I’d come over to the bakery, but there’s no one here to cover the office, and I was hoping you wouldn’t mind.”

“Of course not,” Holly said. “I’ll be right there. Can I bring you anything? You’re not sick, are you?”

“No, dear, I’m fine. I just need a few minutes of your time.”

“I’ll be right there.” Holly hung up the phone and grabbed her purse, promising Donna she’d be back as she hustled out the door.

It only took ten minutes to reach the office, but her heart pounded the entire way. Despite Virginia’s claims to the contrary, Holly couldn’t help but worry. Virginia was more than a friend. She’d taken an interest in Holly’s plans for the bakery from the very beginning and given her advice and guidance along the way. Virginia was her own personal guardian angel.

Holly’s step faltered. Hadn’t Chris said the same thing? Virginia was the angel who’d saved his life so many years ago. Knowing what she did, Holly felt even more affection for the woman.

Holly thought of the crystal angel Chris had brought her. He’d said angels couldn’t walk into your life if you kept the door closed. Maybe it was time she opened the door to her heart. If Virginia asked her to reconsider spending the holidays with them, this time, Holly would accept
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