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CHRISTMAS WISHES AND Mistletoe Kisses...

Perpetually single Blair Hawthorne is perfectly content with her life in the small town of Mislin Bush. She owns an antique shop and she’s surrounded by family. Too bad that family is pressuring her to find a husband, or at the very least, a significant other before she faces yet another holiday season unattached. 

Making matters worse, Mislin Bush is crazy about holiday romance, especially in light of the local custom of hanging up mistletoe in every corner of the town. In Mislin Bush, couples kissing under the mistletoe isn’t just tradition, it’s town pride. When a handsome stranger arrives unexpectedly, Blair is determined to resist not only his charm, but the mistletoe. Despite her growing attraction to him, she’s in no mood for romance, not even during the most wonderful time of the year. 

Colson Bennett might have roots in Mislin Bush, but he’s a hotshot executive from the city. Small town life is a change of pace for him. But an even bigger change of pace? Beautiful, feisty, girl-next-door Blair who is nothing like the upper-class ice queens he’s used to dating back in the city. As the heir to a family fortune, Colson is expected to marry a fellow blue blood—the exact opposite of down-to-earth Blair. But when he arrives in town to settle a deceased relative’s affairs, Colson decides that only a small-town girl like Blair can help him handle his family’s valuable antiques. As things heat up between them, Colson gets into the holiday spirit for the first time in his life. For once, he’s putting work aside to get close to someone special. 

In a town where perfect strangers fall in love under the mistletoe, can Colson break tradition and follow his heart in time for Christmas? 
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IT WAS STILL DARK OUT, but as Blair Hawthorne brought her car to a stop, she knew she needed to get a jumpstart on decorating the store. The sun would be up eventually, which meant customers would start stopping by. They’d expect Golden Age Antiques to be festive for the holiday season. Antique festive... with vintage decorations that suited the shop.

Should have decorated earlier, she groused to herself as she unbuckled her seatbelt and scrambled out of the car. But it wasn’t like she had much of a choice. Between wanting to keep up the fall decorations for Thanksgiving, and her family pressuring her on all sides, Blair had made a tradition of putting up Christmas ornaments on December first and not a day earlier. If she was being honest, her parents and her three brothers had been the main reason she’d dug her heels in all these years. 

Unfortunately, she was beginning to regret sticking to her guns because she was currently up way earlier than usual and now that she was popping the trunk open, the heap of cardboard boxes seemed extra daunting. Yawning loudly, Blair rubbed the sleep from her eyes then stretched her arms over her head to prep for the annual hauling of Christmas décor. She grabbed the biggest box, deciding to get one of the tougher tasks out of the way first. She’d deal with the absolute toughest task—getting the Christmas tree that was tied to the top of her car—once all the boxes were inside the store. 

A gust of wind blew in, the blast so cold that she felt the sting of it on her exposed skin. Mostly her cheeks and forehead. Quickly, she pulled her cap down lower, wishing she’d worn some kind of protective eyewear. Blinking the stinging tears away, she waited for the wind to die down and then retrieved the largest of the boxes. When she was satisfied that she had a good grip on the box, Blair began to carefully round the car, then stepped onto the sidewalk. 

The dreadful chill in the air remained, and she exhaled puffs of condensation as she tried to catch her breath on the labored walk up to the storefront. Balancing the heavy box in her arms was even more strenuous than she remembered. Why did she always seem to forget how difficult it was to decorate the store? This was going to be her fifth year decorating and yet, she’d forgotten what a pain in the neck this could be. Literally and figuratively. Thankfully, it hadn’t rained or snowed lately so the ground was at least dry enough for her to walk on without slipping.

Once she got to the front door, she struggled to balance the box using one hand, while she fumbled for her keys with the other. The moment she got the door open, Blair pushed her way inside to escape the worst of the cold. She breathed a sigh of relief as she set the box down on the front counter. 

Her workday hadn’t even started, yet she was already weary from the cold and spending the past half hour searching for the right fir at the local Christmas tree farm. Blair felt a pang of guilt over the rush of negative feelings. The farm had done her a favor letting her in early so she ought to be grateful. Still, she couldn’t help feeling like she was under siege. 

It wasn’t that she hated decorating. Far from it, in fact. After all, Blair loved any excuse to display antiques, even the ones that weren’t for sale. Especially the lovely glass ornaments she had wrapped with newspaper and painstakingly arranged into boxes. Decorating was a tradition she truly enjoyed once she got going. 

What she didn’t enjoy was decorating all by herself due to the pressure from friends and family. They were the reason she put off decorating for as long as possible and also the reason why she insisted on decorating the store all alone. Because when she did the decorating on her terms, they didn’t get the chance to pressure her about her dating life or push her into marriage. Husband hunting seemed to be the only topic anybody wanted to discuss and her family was even more obsessed with the topic this time of year. And it was getting worse as she approached thirty. Blair was twenty-nine now, hardly over-the-hill, but old enough for her family to point out that she was the only one of her siblings who was still single. All of her brothers were either in long-term relationships or happily married. Plus, both of her divorced parents were dating. Mom was traveling the world with her new beau and her father had a steady girlfriend. Blair was the odd one out.

To make matters worse, most of her family still lived right here in Mislin Bush. The town that seemed hellbent on cultivating Christmas romances. Because her hometown had a reputation for encouraging holiday love. Not only was Mislin Bush the name of the town, it was also another name for mistletoe. And locals hung mistletoe everywhere. Indoors, outdoors, above doorframes, in their cars, on top of Christmas trees. Some men would even pin sprigs of mistletoe onto their lapels. There was no escaping the shrub nor the giddy expectations to kiss when people found themselves under it. Not to mention the tradition that stated that the couples that kissed beneath the mistletoe would end up in long-term relationships, or more drastically... married.

The silly tradition meant that for the locals of Mislin Bush, Christmas was the season the entire town prepared for year-round. Everyone spent the year pushing singles towards a holiday romance, townspeople waiting with bated breath the moment Thanksgiving ended—each of them desperate to discover who was destined to fall in love, get engaged, get married, or have children thanks to the mistletoe. Blair was certain everyone meant well, but it often felt like the whole town was desperately trying to marry her off. Her family wouldn’t let up, and if she didn’t stand firm, they’d push into her shop to hang mistletoe everywhere. 

That was why she was scurrying around in the dark with Christmas decorations. Not only did she have to dig her heels in every year, she also had to sneak around in case being firm with her family wasn’t enough. Blair sighed in frustration. All this to avoid their attempts at husband hunting on her behalf.

I don’t need a husband, thank you very much, she wanted to shout, but instead she grumbled under her breath and started to move through the store. First, she turned on some more lights, then she made sure the central heating was the right temperature. Things couldn’t be too hot or too cold inside because they needed to preserve the antiques housed in the store, the wooden furniture in particular. Satisfied with the lighting and the temperature in the shop, she headed back out to begin retrieving the rest of the boxes from her trunk, including the box that contained all the tools she’d need to set up the tree.

As she went back and forth to set the boxes down on the front counter, Blair tried to get her mind to focus solely on work. Her shop was one of the things she was most proud of, after all, even though it was struggling at the moment. The antiques in the shop were well preserved but they weren’t the coveted treasures that the bigger auction houses managed to get for their inventory. Blair’s collectibles were closer to family heirlooms than the antiques that fetched jaw-dropping prices. Still, she was proud of her accomplishment. The only time in her life she had ever left Mislin Bush was to get a degree so she could set up her own business in her hometown. Young people often left small towns for greener pastures, taking their skills and energy away to big cities, but she refused to do that. Blair loved her town too much, despite its infuriating quirks. Like the blasted mistletoe everywhere.

Great, now she was thinking about her family pressuring her again. And the pressure had only grown worse because her shop wasn’t doing as well as she wanted. Which meant that she wasn’t nearly as independent as she wished she could be, sometimes leaning on her family for support during the lean months. That was why they continued badgering her about dating. They were scared she couldn’t stand on her own two feet all the time so they believed she needed a man. Nothing could be further from the truth. Blair was going to make her store a success story. Still, Golden Age Antiques should have taken off in the past five years, shouldn’t it? 

Heaving out another frustrated sigh, she set the last box on the counter, then walked back out of the shop. Time to take the tree down from the roof of her car so she could set it up inside. This was going to be the hardest part. She really should have asked for help with this, but she absolutely did not want to chance her family hanging mistletoe in the shop. The last thing she needed in her life was a man anyway. Blair was fine with her quest to be a fully independent businesswoman. There had been a couple of heartbreaks in her life starting with her parents’ divorce and ending with her engagement to her college sweetheart blowing up in her face five years ago. She didn’t want a repeat of any of that and her misadventures in dating since then weren’t worth the potential heartache. Work made her happy and she wasn’t going to be distracted by engaging in another relationship that was doomed to fail.

As she marched over to her car, another gust of wind picked up, this one colder than the last. Shivering, she forced herself to ignore the chill and she reached up to grab onto the harness lashing the tree to the roof of her car. The tips of her fingers were starting to feel numb from the cold despite her gloves. Ugh. This was going to be a chore and a half. She had a good mind to just give up and head back inside without the tree, customers be damned.

But then, she noticed a flash of movement on the other side of her car. A man was approaching. He was so tall that he towered over the car and the tree. Blair frowned. Who was this guy? She didn’t think she’d ever seen him before which meant he was probably a tourist. 

“Ma’am, you okay?” the guy asked, breathing heavily.

She tensed. Mislin Bush was a safe place but a stranger appearing out of nowhere breathing like the hounds of hell were after him definitely gave her pause. “Um, yes. I’m fine. Thank you.”

“You sure? Because you look like you could use some assistance,” he said, motioning to the tree between them. “If it’s no trouble I’d be happy to help.” 

Blair paused at the sound of his deep, rich baritone. Being the type to guard her independence, Blair wasn’t used to accepting help. Certainly not from strangers. But when she opened her mouth to respond, it was then she realized that the newcomer was handsome.

Incredibly handsome.

And she was staring.

A handsome face is no reason to accept an offer, she scolded herself. Blair really ought to send the man on his way. But he was so arresting that she was momentarily at a loss for words. Even in the unnatural glow of the streetlights she could tell that he was painfully gorgeous. Not only was he tall, he possessed a strong, square jaw and a sensuous mouth that made her forget what she’d been thinking. Plus, there were those wavy locks that curled over his forehead, the black crest of hair offsetting brilliant green eyes. 

And right now, those breathtaking eyes of his were staring right at the tree. “This definitely looks like a two-man job.” He tugged at the rope, scrutinizing the fir tree as if he was already thinking of ways to take it down. Clearly this guy had forgotten she was even there. 

Irritated, Blair tapped her foot on the sidewalk. “Well, I’m not a man, so...”

“Figure of speech.” He waved her off dismissively then cracked his knuckles. “How about you untie while I grab onto the trunk?”

Blair frowned. She hadn’t actually accepted his help. And she really had no reason to accept. After all these years setting up the tree in the store by herself, she was capable of doing it again. Besides, for all she knew, this guy, whoever he was, had showed up with plans for something nefarious. Not that she could imagine a dastardly plan that involved a Christmas tree, but still. The stranger seemed way too eager to lend a hand for what was going to end up being strenuous, thankless work.

“If you help me untie the tree, I can manage the rest on my own,” she said.

The man, who looked like he was in his late twenties or early thirties, dismissed her again, this time with an arrogant shake of his head. “No, you can’t.”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s cold so you’re going to need another pair of hands,” he said. “Plus you’re tiny. I bet the tree is taller than you are. You’re going to need all the help you can get.”

Blair narrowed her eyes. This guy was a piece of work. Arrogant and rude to boot. She was not that short. “I don’t really remember asking you for—” 

“Untie the ropes,” he ordered, cutting her off as he moved to grip the tree trunk. 

Bristling, she shook some of the numbness from her hands and began to grudgingly do as instructed. The stranger was lucky it was cold out. Otherwise, she would have told him to get lost. Blair was independent. She didn’t need a man’s unsolicited help. The weather was the only reason she was giving in to this. His heart-stopping green eyes and take charge manner had nothing to do with it. 

“Okay, they’re untied,” she said when she was done. 

“Take the other end,” he said, clenching his jaw as he started to maneuver the tree.

Again, she followed his instructions, biting her tongue so she didn’t unload on him. Just because he’d been acting like a jerk didn’t mean she had to forget her manners. She’d keep her thoughts to herself.

Together, they managed to get the tree down from the car roof, each of them holding onto one end of the tree. Though she hated to admit that the tree was pretty heavy, it was also wrapped in netting, which made hoisting the fir around a little bit easier. At least she’d be able to take it from here.

“Thanks for your help,” she said in a polite tone that subtly indicated he was being dismissed. 

“We’re not done,” he said with a grunt, seemingly oblivious. “We can walk the tree over to...that’s your store, right?”

She looked over her shoulder, the glance reminding her of how far away the store’s front door seemed now that she had to carry a heavy Christmas tree. “Yes. It’s my store. Which is why I can handle this.”

“Two man job, remember?” His breathing was even more labored than it had been earlier, except he didn’t look the least bit fatigued. If anything, he appeared to be full of energy and eager to continue. “You need me.”

That last line made her face flush. Which was ridiculous because that was clearly not how he meant it. If she had any sense she’d dismiss him now before she got all tongue-tied and said something stupid. Blair groaned inwardly. What was wrong with her? A few minutes with a good-looking man and already her mind was turning into pudding. Maybe she’d been out of the dating pool for too long. That must explain the reason she was this close to drooling over a guy who had overstayed his welcome. 

Seeing that he was just as out of breath as she was signaled that there was no point arguing with him, however. He’d already exerted himself and she probably did need some help here. Best to get this over with, common sense and pride be damned.

“All right. Fine,” she relented through gritted teeth.

Somehow she managed to walk backwards to the storefront and then heaved the door open for them to carry the tree inside where it was considerably warmer than the dropping temperature outdoors. 

“Now what?” he asked as she guided them to the far wall at the side where she had already set down some wrapping paper to protect the floor from water and needles falling off the tree.

“I’ll have to cut off the netting and put the tree in its stand,” she explained.

“I’ll support the tree while you do that.” He began to maneuver the tree until it was standing upright, handling the fir as if it weighed nothing at all.

Again, there was no point in telling him that she’d take it from here. Especially since every year she’d done this on her own had been a struggle. It was no surprise that Blair had managed to destroy a few branches over the years. This stranger’s helping hand could be worth it.

Nodding she said, “Right. I’ll go grab some scissors.”

She went off to get the sharpest scissors in the store, then returned to carefully cut the netting. Once the netting was off, they worked together to shake out the foliage. Blair hadn’t actually explained that was what the tree needed and he hadn’t asked to do it, which should have annoyed her, but for some reason it didn’t. Probably because as they shook the tree out, her hand bumped against his accidentally. 

“Sorry,” she said quickly, blushing at the brief contact. The fleeting touch singed her. Bands of heat spiraled up her arm.

He gave a non-committal grunt and she thought that was all. A momentary touch that would soon be forgotten. Surely the heat that flared would fade away as quickly as it had come. Like a final ember in a fire that was certain to die down. But suddenly, they both shoved their hands into the foliage to straighten everything and she found her fingers entwined with his amongst the branches.

Blair drew her hand back as fast as she could. By contrast, the stranger was slow to move his hand away, acting as if the touch didn’t matter much to him. Didn’t affect him the way it did her. Of course it wouldn’t. She was the one who was touch-starved thanks to her nearly nonexistent love life. The barest brush of hands threatened to make her come undone. But a guy like him wasn’t going to feel a spark from a chaste, accidental touch. He probably hadn’t even noticed. Meanwhile, she was blushing like a schoolgirl.

Neither of them spoke much for the longest time as Blair worked to put the fir into its tree stand. It was only when she got the tree standing upright in its proper place that she awkwardly said, “Thanks again for your help.”

Help that she hadn’t actually stated that she wanted. Despite her hesitance to take him up on his offer, however, the newcomer had pushed his way into her store with a combination of charm and aggressive insistence. Not to mention he’d seemed utterly oblivious to her annoyance at some of his unnecessary comments. At least the hard work was over and done now so she could politely dismiss him and avoid feeling too guilty about taking up more of his time.

“Yeah, no problem,” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets as he looked around the shop.

With the stranger distracted, Blair took the opportunity to give him a sidelong glance and size him up. He was broad-shouldered with a perfectly upright posture that made him seem huge in the cramped environment of the store. He was also dressed in running gear—a thermal running jacket, cargo sweatpants, heavy duty gloves, smart watch, and running shoes. That explained why he’d been breathing so heavily. The stranger wasn’t a weirdo, he’d just been out on an early morning run. From the looks of that toned body, he liked to stay in shape. No wonder he’d been able to carry the tree with ease despite his labored breathing.

“Usually, it’s best to give the tree a chance to breathe before putting ornaments on it so I can handle the decorations later,” she said, hinting that she was equipped to take care of the rest on her own. 

“You take in old junk and stuff?” he asked, abruptly changing the subject as he continued to survey her store.

Old junk? Her antiques were not old junk. They weren’t just trash to be discarded. Each piece meant something. Not just to the original owners but to its creators. Real craftsmanship had gone into making each item. And considering most had been made a hundred years ago, that manual labor was a feat. Something to be admired. Not looked down on with barely contained disdain. Because she could see the arrogant dismissal in his eyes as he focused his gaze on her.

“It’s not junk. You really should show more respect for our town’s history,” she said tersely. So much for keeping her thoughts to herself. 

He arched an eyebrow. “All this junk...uh...stuff was made here in town?”

“Yes, a lot of the furniture and artwork were locally crafted. In Mislin Bush or the surrounding towns,” she responded, barely suppressing a frown. “These pieces might not be the pricey stuff you see in museums, but there’s real history in this store. A hundred years’ worth of history.”

His green eyes met hers. They were so astonishing that she gasped at the sight of them. The lighting had an effect on his eyes that transfixed her. From pale winter-green to dark pine, they seemed to be every shade of green imaginable depending on the way the light hit them.

“What time do you guys typically open?” he asked. Another abrupt change in subject.

“Nine o’clock,” she replied.

He glanced down at his watch. “Whoa, you’re here early. It’s not even six in the morning.”

“I needed to get a head start on the decorations,” she explained, some of her animus receding. Maybe he had been a little insulting earlier but he’d also helped her out. Which was the neighborly thing to do despite how pushy he’d been about it. “And I’ve made headway. Thanks to you.”

“Don’t mention it.” He paused. “Still, kind of a lot of time to waste on a struggling business.”

The animus returned. It took a lot of willpower to bite her tongue. Blair narrowed her eyes at him. “It’s not—”

“Anyway, be seeing you,” he said, interrupting her yet again.

Before she could retort anything, the stranger swaggered out of the room, leaving her to stare after him in disbelief. He was by far the rudest man she had ever met. Blair hoped that he really was just passing through and she never had to interact with him again. It didn’t matter if he had helped her out. He was ill-mannered and arrogant beyond words. She needed to get on with her day and put all thoughts of him behind her, regardless of how handsome he was.

It was probably for the best that she hadn’t even gotten the rude man’s name. 
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AS COLSON BENNETT GRABBED his steaming mug of coffee from the kitchen counter, he tried once more, to stop fantasizing about her. The pretty blonde he’d helped the day before. Unfortunately, just like all the other times, his thoughts strayed to the nameless woman outside the antique store, resistance proved futile. A real problem considering that he planned to pay her a visit later in the day. 

Well, he’d just have to strengthen his resolve. For whatever reason, she had made an impression, but Colson could move past an attraction if he wanted to. 

Fighting his thoughts, he wandered through his great-grandmother’s old house. Calling it a house was an understatement. The place was a mansion, really, dating back to the early twentieth century, making it even older than his great-grandmother had been. He went upstairs to his bedroom’s balcony. Maybe the view out here would distract him. It was pretty spectacular, he had to admit. Mislin Bush was located in a valley below the Berkshire Mountains, and from here he could see the sun coming up, burnishing the snow-peaked mountains in fiery gold. In the middle distance was the property’s lake, partially frozen this time of year. He’d probably never get the time to fully explore the place like he had as a boy. The responsibilities of adulthood weighed on him unfortunately, so even taking a few minutes out here on the balcony threatened to upend his whole schedule. 

He took a seat in one of the old chairs, sipping his coffee as he watched the sunrise over the mountains. Everything was tranquil, the town’s silence the total opposite of his fast-paced life in Boston. Here, there was time to slow down. Opportunities to help a neighbor. Like that lovely blonde yesterday. 

He’d been out on his usual early morning jog yesterday, using his daily run to check out the town after so many years away. But he’d barely paid attention to his surroundings since his mind had been a jumble of thoughts as he’d tried to figure out what to do with his great-grandmother’s belongings. Then, by happenstance, he’d started to jog past a shop with the words Golden Age Antiques painted on the display window. The sight of the lovely woman outside struggling with a Christmas tree had brought him to a complete stop. What were the odds of the perfect solution presenting itself on his first day in town? And the odds of the solution’s owner being the most beautiful diversion? 

No. He had to stop thinking about her like that. Those warm brown eyes might have been captivating, and maybe he did want to run his hand through her strawberry-blonde curls, but he didn’t have time for a fling. Perhaps under different circumstances. If he’d come back to town for a winter vacation, he might have thrown himself into pursuing her. But family duty had to be his main focus this holiday season, no matter how tempting he found the curly haired woman at the antique store. 

His great-grandmother, Opal Bennett-Stephens, had passed away several months ago and it was time to get her affairs in order. She’d left specific instructions in her will. Her fortune was to be divided among her numerous relatives with her house going to Colson. The will had stated that he could do whatever he wished with the property, and he was stunned and more than a little honored that Opal had trusted him with the task. For one thing, she’d been survived by most of her children and all of her grandchildren and great-grandchildren. In total that was ninety-some odd relatives she could have left the house to. Yet, she’d left it and the antiques inside to Colson. Maybe it was because she remembered the summers he’d spent here as a kid. As an only child, there had been no choice but to figure out how to have fun on his own. Hence spending his summers exploring the old house to see if it was haunted, fishing at the lake, riding his bike through town. Plus, he’d even hung out with his great-grandmother. Despite Opal being elderly, even when he was a child, she’d turned out to be a pretty cool lady. She’d been tough as nails but also fair. Quick to laugh, eager to tell him ghost stories, not to mention, she made the best Boston cream pies around. It was a pity he’d never spent any Christmases with her, but his parents had always worked overtime during the holiday season. One final push at the family’s real estate firm before the end of the year. 

Colson felt a twinge in his chest, his heart clenching at his memories. He’d been too consumed with work these past few months to dwell on grief. Even during his regular morning jogs, he’d been preoccupied with the next steps—mainly work and handling the legality of his great-grandmother’s death. Now though, out here on the balcony overlooking her property, he realized that he missed her. Worse, he found that he had a few regrets. Mainly the fact his children would never meet Opal. Not that he had children. Colson had always pushed settling down further and further down the road. But now that Opal was gone, it felt like time was gaining on him. Instead of feeling invincible like he had all his life, taking stock of everything made him wonder where exactly that life was headed. With no wife or kids, Colson had guaranteed that his great-grandmother would never meet the next generation. Guilt and regret flooded him.

There were only so many flings a guy could have, he supposed. Most of his relationships were brief affairs. In his world, business was too fast-paced and cutthroat for anything that lasted. Or so he told himself. Easier to blame his dating habits on work demands than on the pressure to bring home the perfect girlfriend. The Boston side of the Bennett family might not have been billionaires, but they were well-to-do. That meant a certain pedigree was required for a partner. Problem was, Colson had long tired of the aloof and sophisticated blue bloods that he dated to appease his family. Which was why it was easy to keep things brief. He dated to alleviate the loneliness but the monotony of dating the same type of woman always led to a swift end. 

That lovely blonde yesterday hadn’t bored him though. She had been the furthest thing from aloof. On the contrary, she had been brimming with energy. Down-to-earth and devastatingly earnest. 

Suddenly, his phone pinged. Heaving out a sigh, he placed the coffee mug down on the nearby table and retrieved his phone from his jacket pocket. A curt text message from his father. Proof that his father wouldn’t stop hounding him about work. Not even when Colson was supposed to be itemizing his great-grandmother’s life and honoring her final wishes.

Dad: Downtown high-rise is a go. Hammering out final details. Status on Opal’s belongings?

Colson knew what that meant. His father always led with what he believed was most important. Money and power came first. Opal was an afterthought. If his father had his way, Colson wouldn’t have come down to Mislin Bush at all. Definitely not at the end of the fiscal year. But Colson had insisted that he stop putting this off for much longer. 

At first he’d considered sending his great-grandmother’s old stuff to an auction house in Boston, but that would have been too time-consuming. A massive undertaking that he couldn’t afford to focus on right now. His life was working at Bennett and Company, the family’s commercial real estate firm. All that back and forth with a big city auction house would just be more work. Which was why finding the antique store here in town had been such a relief. With any luck, he’d already found the answer to his problems. Good thing, too because he needed to get back to as soon as he finalized everything with the house here in Mislin Bush. His schedule would be even more hectic after the holidays, making this the best time to begin sorting through his great-grandmother’s stuff. At least get the ball rolling. Opal deserved that much.

Working on it Colson responded with an equally curt reply. He and his father didn’t do warm, casual exchanges. Everything between them was stilted and formal. Colson: Might have found a solution. 

The solution being the antique store. And the owner he couldn’t get out of his mind. An unfortunate inconvenience that he’d find a way to handle. Colson was a professional. Besides, his attraction to her was bound to fizzle out soon enough anyway. 

***
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COLSON ENTERED GOLDEN Age Antiques, and the door chimed announcing his arrival as he stepped inside. The store had changed since yesterday. He took in the new Christmas decorations. In addition to the wreath on the front door, there were garlands and tinsel hung up all around the store. Plus the tree he’d helped set up was decked out in golden ribbons, silver bells, and other ornaments in various colors.

It was all eye-catching and inviting, and he was particularly proud of his small role in helping put up that tree, but she managed to seize his interest far more than the store decorations. Colson’s gaze cut to her the moment he realized she was standing on the top rung of a stepladder on the other side of the shop.

She was leaning against an antique bookshelf, reaching for the leather-bound books above her. An innocent enough task for anyone, and yet, his eyes landed on the nape of her neck. Her blonde hair was tied up in a messy bun, an escaped tendril of hair falling against the exposed column. Desire surged through him. He swallowed hard, then tried in vain to tear his eyes away. Instead of averting his gaze, Colson followed that golden curl, his eyes lowering. She wore a pencil skirt that stopped right below the knee, the fabric accentuating the curve of her backside. Sweat formed on his brow and he felt his temperature soar. The sight of a woman innocently picking up a book shouldn’t have made his blood run hot like this.

He had to stop staring. Since there weren’t any other customers in the store, Colson cleared his throat to let her know she was no longer alone.

“I’ll be down in a second,” she called, a musical quality to her voice. He found that he liked hearing it.

“Take your time,” he said, tearing his gaze from her rear end.

About a minute later, she finished grabbing some books off the highest shelf and came down from the ladder. As she approached, she started humming a Christmas carol to herself, but she stopped in her tracks abruptly. “Oh.”

Hmm... She didn’t sound pleased. But it wasn’t a bored sort of displeasure. This wasn’t the practiced detachment of an heiress who feigned disinterest to get his attention. She really did not want him around. And she wasn’t trying to hide it either. Her lips had thinned and her eyes narrowed on him.

“Didn’t expect to see you back so soon,” she said, a slight frost in her tone.

Colson couldn’t imagine what her problem was. He’d helped her with the tree. That evergreen would have probably flattened her if he hadn’t been around to lend a hand. 

“Tree looks great,” he said, attempting to break the ice.

“Thank you.” She stopped to admire it. Really admire it because her entire face lit up and she smiled. Whatever hostility she’d been carrying vanished in an instant as she reached out to gently adjust one of the ornaments. “Some of these ornaments were made during the second World War. Hand-painted glass. Imagine what it must have meant to people back then. Something as simple as decorating a tree must have been so precious.”

He watched her lovingly adjust another ornament, his heart inexplicably skipping a beat. For some reason, it didn’t feel awkward standing in silence next to this woman he didn’t know. Everything felt right. As if there were safely inside one of the snow globes on the display case nearby. It was a foolish, sentimental notion. But there was something about the store that got him thinking in sentimental terms. Or maybe the grief was getting to him. “I’ve never decorated a tree,” he blurted out.

Her gaze snapped to him then and he noticed she was wearing glasses. They looked retro. Old school cat-eye frames perched on her nose. Very unusual. She looked adorable with them on. And the way lenses made her already huge brown eyes seem even larger. There was a fire in their depths. A flame that turned the chocolate brown to honey the longer he gazed into them. 

“What?” she asked in shock. “You’ve never decorated a tree before?”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

Sometimes he forgot that his life was pretty unusual. He’d gone to prep schools, graduated from Harvard, and had grown up in a colonial-style house full of staff who did the decorating. As a result, he never saw the point in decorating his bachelor pad now that he lived on his own. The Bennett family home in Boston and the office was decorated enough anyway. And yet, seeing the way the locals in Mislin Bush went all out for the holidays made him feel like something was missing in his life. 

“See, the thing is...” He trailed off. How to explain? Most importantly, how to explain without coming off like an asshole? Flaunting his wealth for no good reason was kind of a dick move.

Her large eyes widened, sympathy on her face. “Oh, I’m so sorry. You must have had a difficult childhood. I didn’t mean to pry.”

Yeah, he would definitely come off like a jerk if he told her he’d been too rich to have to decorate a Christmas tree. Plus, revealing his actual identity would just complicate things even more. Status and power sometimes got in the way of making connections, especially when it came to his family. Prestige could be a tricky thing to navigate. “No, it’s fine. My workplace gets decorated every year so that makes up for it.” He didn’t bother elaborating that missing out on decorating had been part of the reason he’d been interested in helping with the tree. He’d never been part of the process before. 

He paused, trying to think of ways to get through the sudden awkwardness. What the hell was wrong with him? He didn’t get like this around beautiful women. Colson was always in control. Smooth, knew exactly what to say. Maybe even a little cocky. Yet, in her presence, it felt like that control was slipping away. Something about her open manner disarmed him a little. 

Looking down at the stack of books she was carrying he said, “You sell antique books?”

“Yes. These are early American editions of A Christmas Carol,” she responded as she began to move past him towards a display table near the front of the store. “I’m trying to get all the festive collectibles out.”

“Smart,” he said with approval, following after her. Small as the place was, he sensed that she was a savvy businesswoman. Her genuine passion for history signaled that she knew her stuff.

She set the books on the table and turned to him. Whatever hostility or sympathy she’d been carrying gave way to complete professionalism as she threw her shoulders back and looked him in the eye. “How can I help you today Mr....”

“Colson,” he supplied. 

“Ah. Well, nice to meet you,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Blair Hawthorne.”

So that was her name. Blair. Strong, simple, easy to remember, and very beautiful. Like her. 

Colson took her small hand in his, heat rushing through him at the moment of contact. His fingers brushed against her. The heat intensified. Blair’s palm was soft. Her wrist was delicate, though she seemed to be the opposite of fragile on the inside. He’d never been so fascinated by someone he barely knew. He swallowed again, stunned that a single, innocent touch could have such an effect on him.

“Good seeing you again,” he said, his heart protesting when her hand slipped away. 

“Likewise. How can I help?” she asked again. “Is there anything in the store that you’re interested in?”

Yes, you. He had to shove that thought aside or he’d never be able to focus. “Well, I have a houseful of antiques.”

“Are you an antiques dealer?” she asked, eyebrow raised. “Yesterday you referred to the stuff in here as junk.”

“No. No! Apologies, I didn’t mean that.” He licked his lips. “I’m definitely not an antiques dealer, but some family members are collectors. Anyway, I’m helping to sell a relative’s belongings and I thought this was the perfect place to sort that out,” he said. “Ordinarily I’d go to an auction house in the city but your store’s as good as any.”

She pushed her glasses further up her nose with a purse of her lips, then marched over to the computer at the front counter. Damn, he’d miscalculated. In her presence, Colson found himself being both direct and encouraging. A mixture of trying to be open and honest with her while also showing that he respected her professionalism. As a successful businessman, he’d thought telling her the truth would encourage her. Show her what she needed to improve on or discard while also complimenting what she was doing right. That seemed to have backfired spectacularly. Because she clearly did not like his remark one bit. 

“Is that so?” she said mildly. “Do you think my shop is just a convenient place for you to dump your things?”

“I see that I’ve upset you.” He cleared his throat. “What I meant—”

“Oh, no, I’m not upset.” She said it in a cheerful tone, but she was currently pounding the keys on the keyboard. “I understand that we don’t have as much to offer as those big city auction houses.”

“I have a houseful of heirlooms and I can’t keep them all,” he said, refusing to be baited into an argument. As much as this back and forth with her stirred his blood, Colson didn’t want to piss her off. “I’d have to consult with my family about which pieces to keep, but once that’s handled, could you stop by to have a look at the rest of the stuff?” 

“It depends.”

He raised an eyebrow, surprised she wasn’t willing to jump at the chance to get some new business. “On?”

“Will dealing with you be worth my while?” Her voice was low and husky when she posed that question.

It was probably all in his head—there was no double meaning in her words. He was merely imagining that the conversation had taken a flirtatious turn. And yet, this time, he kind of did take the bait. “Why don’t you come over and see for yourself?” he returned smoothly.

She didn’t speak for several moments. Then, she relented and waved him over. “Fine.”

He smiled and walked up to the counter, glad that she’d agreed even if she seemed to have done it grudgingly. “Great. I’ll have my family finalize the items they want to keep over the weekend, then I’ll be in touch. How about I call you next Monday with an update?”

“Monday’s good,” she said briskly without returning his smile. “Shall we exchange contact details?” 

Colson yanked his phone from his pocket and they quickly exchanged contact information. When that was done, he said a polite goodbye before exiting the store. As he swaggered up to his parked car, he felt like he was back in control. All it had taken was getting a beautiful woman’s phone number.
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Chapter 3
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December 3rd
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BLAIR GLANCED OUT THE car window as she navigated through the streets downtown and saw that the mistletoe was already everywhere. Hanging in every doorway and above the old-fashioned archways outside the shops. There were even mistletoe Christmas wreathes on some of the front doors. She groaned inwardly. Between the mistletoe madness and the handsome jerk who had dropped by her store twice in two days, she was not in a particularly festive mood.

Good thing she’d decided to come out to try and find a little Christmas cheer. She was now headed to her favorite coffee shop for the holiday treats that only appeared on the menu this time of year. She’d closed Golden Age Antiques for the day and instead of heading straight home, Blair had ventured out this Saturday for those special once-a-year treats and maybe to do some window shopping. 

Oh who was she kidding? She was avoiding her family. Her father and her brothers often seemed to guess when she was at her apartment because they just loved to call her and hound her about her love life. Worse, they’d sometimes stop by unannounced and uninvited. At least out on the road, she had an excuse to dodge them while she made herself busy.

Avoiding her family also meant the added bonus of not having to answer the same old, “Meet anyone new lately?” question they always asked. Because she had met someone new. In a strictly platonic sense, of course. His piercing green eyes and wide smile didn’t mean anything. This was a business relationship. Still, the newcomer had infuriated her yesterday. And now she couldn’t stop thinking about him. As if he was some sort of crush, instead of the man who was driving her crazy. He was rude and condescending. The nerve of him to insinuate that her store wasn’t good enough. The gall of him to act as if her shop was just a junkyard he could use to dispose of whatever clutter he no longer wanted. Golden Age Antiques wasn’t a trash receptacle. It was a place of serious business. Her store might have been small, but it meant something to her and the community. Locals trusted her with their family heirlooms. And they made wonderful finds when they searched through her shop’s treasure trove. Too bad the hotshot businessman who had blown into town refused to see that. He was probably too arrogant to truly appreciate what their small town had to offer. 

Blair brought the car to a stop in front of her favorite coffee shop, Comfort and Joy. Her grip on the steering wheel was so tight that her hands hurt. Jeez, just thinking about him had her fuming. Heaving out a breath, she released her hold on the wheel. Blair was here to unwind. Buying some treats from the coffee shop would do the trick and get her into the holiday spirit. Feeling a bit better, she got out of the car and headed into Comfort and Joy.

Her spirits lifted the moment she stepped inside. It was warm and cozy, with patrons making orders at the counter, the rest seated and chatting away over steaming cups. The shop was beautifully decorated in bright red bows and Christmas stockings hung up in different locations. Each stocking had an employee’s name on it so customers could leave tips and gifts for the workers. Blair knew the tradition well, and she reached into her bag for a few ten-dollar bills to tip her sometime employee Nancy McClean. It didn’t look like Nancy was around but Blair was glad to leave a small tip for her since Nancy often took lunchtime shifts at the antiques store to help her out.

Once she’d put the bills into the stocking, she walked up to the counter and made her order. When her order was ready, she grabbed the tray laden with some of her holiday favorites: gingerbread cookies; a cranberry Danish covered in soft, powdered sugar; slices of apple, pecan, and maple pie, and finally a peppermint latte decorated with a candy cane and topped with whipped cream. Blair had probably gone overboard, but as she sat down to start sampling the cranberry Danish, she had no regrets. Today’s outing was worth it. She took an indulgent sip of her peppermint latte, closing her eyes as she enjoyed the layers of minty flavor and buttery cream.

“Hey, Ms. Hawthorne. What a coincidence.”

No, it couldn’t be. Her eyes snapped open. 

Oh shizza. It was him. She’d recognize that low baritone anywhere. Standing right next to her table was none other than Mr. Colson himself. The bane of her existence. How had he managed to find her?

Blair groaned inwardly. He probably thought she was a loser. Eating all by herself with no company. I have friends, she wanted to insist. In fact, she was going to their town’s little one-screen movie theater with her friends later tonight. Ugh, why hadn’t she bumped into him outside the theater? But no, he’d caught her alone in the coffee shop shoveling food into her mouth. And she was pretty sure that there was whipped cream and powdered sugar on her face.

She quickly grabbed a napkin and started dabbing at her nose. “Uh, hello. Fancy seeing you here.” 

“I was just finishing up some business downtown and thought I’d stop for a coffee.” He gestured to the empty seat opposite her. “Waiting for someone?” 

“No. Not really. Would you like to join me? How about I cover your order? My treat since you helped me set up the tree.” Blair felt her face go hot with embarrassment. Why was she blathering on like that? Why had she invited him to sit with her? Maybe she’d been so shocked by his sudden appearance that she just blurted out the first thing that came to mind just to prevent further awkwardness. Only, asking him to join her threatened to create far more awkwardness because she did not know this man.

“That’s generous of you.” He flashed her a dazzling smile and sat down. “What would you recommend?”

When she was sure that she’d wiped the cream and sugar from her face, Blair got her bearings long enough to make suggestions. In the end, he settled on an eggnog coffee and one of the holiday themed-cupcakes decorated to look like a reindeer. When she stretched her hand out to give him the payment, he shook his head. 

“Your money’s no good here, Ms. Hawthorne,” he said.

“But it’s my treat,” she insisted.

Then he said something that left her absolutely stunned. “Can’t take money from a beautiful woman, now can I?” As her jaw dropped, he winked at her and headed towards the counter to make his order.

Her heart pounded in response to his compliment. So he had been flirting with her. Yesterday in her shop she’d wondered if the pointed banter between them had ignited a spark. But she’d been able to push the notion aside because, well, he’d been so rude. And far too handsome and worldly to be interested in a small-town plain Jane like her anyway.

No, he was messing with her. He must have been. Or maybe he flirted all the time. With everyone. 

Several minutes later, while she was still trying
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