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THOUGH THE WEATHER outside was frightful, inside Bitter Beans Coffee & Bookshop it was downright delightful.  Slow, jazzy holiday music was playing and the store smelled of Christmas.  The potbelly stove at the front was crackling with a cozy fire.  I was decking the halls, meaning the aisles between the bookshelves, with shiny garlands and evergreen boughs.  Granny had disappeared into the backroom to get more boxes of merchandise.  The outward facing red and green covers of The Night Before Christmas and A Christmas Carol were works of art unto themselves.  I had loaded up the entire pastry case with festive treats, from sugar cookies decorated like sweaters and snowmen, to cupcakes with mounds of red frosting that looked like Santa hats.  We had even draped Captain's favorite chair with a gold and red plaid cover, and he was resting, belly to the sky, snooze-snoring with happy contentment.

But we had one employee who was not feeling the holly, jolly mood.

"Argh!" cried Lottie in frustration.

"What is it?" I asked, peering over to make sure it wasn't an emergency.

It was three weeks before Christmas and time for Granny's famous gingerbread village to begin taking shape.  Every year, it was the talk of Seaside.  Lines of people would gather in front of the store to see what she had created in the window.  

This year, however, she enlisted me and Lottie to help.  Between planning her upcoming wedding and working on opening the historical society, she was stretched thin.  I didn't mind it at all.  Creating a masterpiece out of cookies and candy was my idea of a great time.  

This year, we were putting together a replica of all of Main Street.  We had set up our worktable by the window so people could look in and see what we were up to.  Lottie had been busy assembling a two-story recreation of Marnie's yarn shop.  She had created little candy glass windows and a wall of royal icing skeins you could see if you peeked in the front door.

But sometimes baked goods will push you to your limit, and Lottie was over the line.

She pointed at a pile of broken gingerbread slabs and threw up her hands.  "That's it!  I'm done!"  She took off her apron, her black curly hair springing as she lifted it over her head. "The rain is ruining everything!  The cookies are falling apart!  The icing won't set!  This is the fourth time I've tried to stick it back together.  I was meant to be a reporter, not a cookie village assembler!"  She grabbed one tray of destroyed gingerbread pieces and headed to the kitchen.  "I quit!"

"Don't quit!" I cried as she disappeared into the back.  "You're not allowed to leave me here on my own!"

My name is Paige Comber and I am the recent co-owner of the sweetest little bookshop and coffee store on Main Street in the tiny island village of Seaside.  Having survived Thanksgiving, the calendar pages kept flipping and rushed us headlong into the holidays.  

Lottie was a journalist looking for a part-time gig to see her through the slow times, so we had hired her on to help with the maddening crowds.  She had also once been my boyfriend's ex.  Though she denied it, I think she originally came to Seaside to see if she and Nate could rekindle.  But the joke was on her, because instead of a romance, she got a job ringing up coffee and sticking together cookies for a window display.  

We got along thick as thieves and I was so grateful for her.  I don't know how Granny had done it all by herself for so many years.  

I walked over to her table and realized that maybe she had been telling the truth when she said she wasn't meant for this job.  It was a disaster.  Nothing but mounds of crumbs and smears of icing.

I figured the greatest gift I could give her would be to clean up this crime scene before she got back because, seriously, she had murdered these sweet little treats.

"How is your new place?" I called, sweeping the broken bits into the wastebasket and sorting out the pieces that could still be salvaged.  There weren't many.

"Great!" she shouted back, but her voice still had a frustrated edge to it.  

Holly had renovated her general store from being an ode to 1970s linoleum and pine paneling to a white-and-black, subway-tiled corner of style.  

As part of this makeover, she had renovated the space above the shop with the plans to turn it into an AirBnB.  A few more rentals was something Seaside desperately needed, especially with the successful efforts to position the town as a tourist destination.  There were the cottages up the hill where I lived, but the gravel road and isolation turned many people off.  There was the Grand Hotel, but that was often full.  So, having a little rental property that happened to be on Main Street, close to the ferry, and overlooking the ocean seemed like a smart way for Holly to diversify her income streams.  

And she already had her first longer-term tenant.

Lottie had really been struggling when her paper fired her and she was forced into freelance work.  Now, her opinion might have changed after this Gingerbread Building Disaster experience, but she had confessed that she was as grateful for this job as we were to have her.

Because Lottie was a member of the Bitter Beans family, Holly cut her a deal on the apartment and Lottie had moved in earlier this week.  

"It's not as bad as you think!" I said as I was able to salvage another piece of the gingerbread.

"You're a liar, Paige!" Lottie called back.

Before I could say anything more, though, the bell over the front door tinkled and Nate walked in.  

Nate was my boyfriend and we had been seeing each other for about six months now.  Still, even after all that time, he gave me butterflies whenever he walked into the room.  He was tall and tanned, square-jawed, and had floppy brown hair.  His deep brown eyes were almost black and twinkled as they looked around Bitter Beans with approval.

He unwound his scarf as he came over to give me a kiss.  He wrapped his arms around me.  "Mmm... what's that smell?  Gingerbread?"

Lottie shouted from the kitchen.  "I DON'T WANT TO TALK ABOUT IT!"

I gripped onto the lapels of his flannel shirt.  "Cookie catastrophe.  It is going to be a cold, hard Christmas..."

Speaking of catastrophe, the door over the bell tinkled again and any cozy, Christmassy mood was curdled like eggnog left on the counter for two days.

"There you are!" Madison shouted, pointing a long, red nail at my boyfriend, followed by Granny's Posse.  

Let me tell you, Wanda, Marnie, and Holly did not look happy.  They did not look happy one bit.  And it wasn't just because it was raining cats and dogs outside and they were cold and miserable.  Not even Wanda's rhinestoned sweatshirt of Frosty the Snowman's face was cheerful.  

So, listen, if Santa was keeping a list, Madison was at the top of the "Not Nice".  This Grinch had spent every waking moment figuring out new ways to make life on the island a nightmare.  Her outfit du jour was a skintight, red velour tracksuit and I wasn't sure if it was in the holiday spirit or she decided to cosplay a minion from the underworld.

Nate leaned his forehead against mine with a gigantic sigh, and then collected himself and turned to her.  "What can I do for you today, Madison?"

"I want you to tell the town to stop being mean to me," she replied.  She flipped her long, flat-ironed ponytail and motioned to the furious shop owners behind her.

Lottie came out of the kitchen wiping her hands.  "People treat you the way you treat them," she oh-so-helpfully interjected with sarcastic sweetness.

"I treat everyone the way they deserve to be treated," she snapped before returning her ire to Nate.  This time, though, she decided a new tactic was a good game plan.  She pouted and gave a little baby whine.  "Why are they angry with me?"

The Posse, Lottie, and I would have won gold at the Olympics for our synchronized eye rolls.

"Why are they not....” I muttered to myself under my breath as I returned to my place behind the cash register.

Now, whining might have worked on Madison's boyfriend, Trevor, but Nate was not so easy.  He folded his arms.  "I don't know, Madison."  He then turned to Granny's Posse and asked, "Do you?"

Wanda opened her mouth to let loose in clear detail exactly what Madison had done, but Madison cut her off.  

In a tone that indicated this was a trifle not even worth discussing, Madison said, "I hired a Santa to spread a little holiday cheer and they are acting like I cancelled Christmas."

"That's exactly what I was about to say!" Wanda stated for the record.  She pointed at her green spiky hair.  "I didn't dye myself this color to sit behind a counter all day.  It is Christmas and we have traditions."

Madison wrinkled her nose.  "You might want to rethink that tradition."

"I have spent all year making our Christmas tree costumes," Marnie said with barely contained anger.  "All year."

Holly's big eyes almost looked full of tears as she blinked behind her thick glasses.  "She actually hired another Santa Claus."

Marnie gave her a bracing side hug and rubbed her arm.  "Shameful," Marnie condemned.

Granny must have overheard Madison and the angry voices because she came out of the backroom.  I think she had been planning to surprise us with all of the decorations she had found in the back and managed to tuck into her black bouffant.  It was so impressive, we could have parked her in the corner and skipped the Christmas tree.  Her moment ruined, she was now not in the mood. 

"What's all the ruckus?" she said as she deposited a box of books on one of the wooden café tables.

She was brought up to speed with a lot of fast and loud talking, which involved a lot of finger pointing and gesticulation.

By the end of it, Granny was looking at Madison, aghast.  "Did you bother to ask anyone about our island traditions before you did this, Madison?"

"What is the problem?" she asked.  "People want excitement, not the same old same old!  And everyone is attacking me for trying to bring some joy and laughter to this godforsaken rock."

"And...?" Wanda knowingly pressed.

Madison huffed, as she was forced into this confession.  "And, yes, some income.  But as I've told you, product sponsorship opportunities are revenue drivers!"

"And there you have it..." I said, motioning like a game show hostess to Madison like she had just revealed a showcase of all the reasons why there might be an issue.  "Ruining local traditions AND undercutting local businesses?  I'm surprised some Secret Santa didn't buy you a one-way ferry boat ride out of dodge."

"It's not like I did that much!" Madison protested.  "This is a whole lot of fuss about nothing."

Marnie narrowed her eyes.  "The school is so furious, they cancelled their entire event.  And this was the year Angus—"

"The janitor," clarified Holly. 

"—was supposed to play Santa.  He's so disappointed, he booked himself a vacation in Cancun and said it was so he didn't have to think about this place and what could have been.  He even shaved off his beard!"

The horror and finality of this act was palpable.

Nate took another deep breath and rubbed his forehead.  "What exactly did you do, Madison?"

She pursed her lips and folded her arms, as if challenging anyone to find fault in her thinking.  "I hired a very trendy, very expensive Santa Claus experience to come to town and everyone is mad at me."

Granny hitched her hip and placed her fist on her waist.  "Madison, we are a small island village.  Santa Claus comes as part of an island-wide charity event for the school.  He comes riding down Main Street in an historic wagon and throws candy to the children.  We keep it to one weekend so that all the children can visit with Father Christmas and it is special.  But now we're going to have a lot of children asking us why there are two Santa Clauses in town and why he's hanging out at the tavern on a Tuesday night when he should be at the North Pole making toys."

"Well, any child who doesn't know the answer to that is an idiot," Madison replied, picking at her fingernails.

"They're children," Granny said.  "You know, the people that Christmas is for."

"Christmas is a time for families," Holly agreed in her soft little voice.

"A time for dreams, like poor Angus's Santa dreams," Marnie piled on.  

"Christmas is a time for shopping," Madison retorted.  She pointed all over the shop.  "And I know for a fact if you all don't make your numbers, you are going to be in a world of hurt until summer."  She motioned to Nate to back her up.  "Listen, you're the one always scheming—"

"Strategically planning," Nate sighed.

"—ways to get people to visit the island without ruining it.  Well, that's what I'm doing.  It is an indoor, paid event where influencers can come take selfies in photo booths.  Hashtag: Madison is a Genius.  Hashtag:  I'm saving this frickin' island, you're welcome very much.  And it isn't going to cost this island a dime.  Wanna know why?  Because I lined up a bunch of sponsors who are going to pay good money to have their brands on Instagram and in my gift shop."  

Ever the diplomat looking for common ground, Nate asked, "Are any of the island's businesses going to be able to participate?"

She looked around our shop distastefully.  "I mean, ew.  I don't think there's a whole lot here to work with."

"Maaaadison..." Nate warned.

She huffed again like he was really asking a lot.  "But I'm sure we can work something out."

"I wouldn't sully my general store by selling it out if this was the last marketing opportunity available on earth!" Holly peeped.

Madison raised an eyebrow.  "Too bad.  Your shop is one of the only shops I consider up to par.  You did some great renovations."

Holly was sort of disarmed.  It was the first time she had ever received a compliment from Madison.  She tried not to look flattered.  "Well, thank you.  I did try hard to make it nice."  She then caught herself and returned on the offensive.  She was so hopping mad, she raised up on her tiptoes as her voice got higher.  "But that doesn't mean I want it to endorse a terrible company that is ruining Christmas on this island!"

Nate held up his hands.  "Madison, you made this decision without consulting anyone—"

She sucked in her cheeks and then said, "FINE!  I'll give every business on the island a 20% sponsorship deal."

"—so, I'm afraid, you're going to have to bear the brunt of their irritation—"

"50% off!"

Marnie turned to Holly.  "I mean... 50% off is pretty good..."

Nate continued.  "—if not everyone is as excited as you are about some cardboard cutouts of reindeer."

"You're acting like there were going to be real reindeer!" Madison replied.

"There were!" Granny informed her.  "We have a herd of reindeer that come every year and the proceeds go to the school!"

"They cancelled the reindeer because of you!" Wanda snapped.

Madison sniffed.  "They're probably covered in ticks."

"No, Madison," Granny replied.  "The reindeer are not covered in ticks."

Madison was starting to squirm as she realized there was not a single person in the shop who was on her side.  "Listen, the contracts are already signed and everything is arriving tomorrow, so I think it would behoove us all to just accept these are the facts and there is nothing to be done about it, and to just make the best of the situation."  She turned to the posse.  "And when I say make the best of the situation, I mean you should take advantage of the sponsorship deals I'm offering."

Lottie had a hard day with her gingerbread village and I could see she was feeling scrappy.  She folded her arms and squinted at Madison.  "Oh?  I'm sure this will make a very interesting story for the paper."

"About as interesting as 'Failed journalist can't even make a gingerbread house'," Madison taunted, pointing at the remaining mess on the table.  "We should have a photo booth of a destroyed gingerbread village and everyone can pretend to be Godzilla or something stomping it and dedicate it to you."  She turned to Nate and flashed a smile.  "See?  I have the best ideas."

Wanda was completely baffled by how one person could be so terrible.  "Madison?  Did your parents hate you as a child?"

Madison's eyes opened wide.  "WELL!  You aren't even remotely living the Christmas spirit.  Here I am giving you a gift of discounted sponsorship opportunities and all you can do is complain."  She walked toward the door and then spun.  "I hope you all get a lump of coal in your stocking!"

She then slammed the door behind her.

But as she did, she must have jarred the water collecting on the awning, because it dumped out perfectly on her head.

Holly clasped her little bird hands together with delight.  "It's a Christmas miracle."
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I WALKED MY BIKE UP the hill to my cottage.  It had been a long day, but fortunately, the rain had stopped and tomorrow was a Monday.  

I know.  

In a previous life, I had never looked forward to Mondays.  But the weekends were always slammed as people came out to the island to do some holiday shopping and get into the Christmas spirit.  Mondays, they all had to go back to work and I, for one, was grateful.  

Tim, the guy who owned the bait shop, had warned me that this time of year was bonkers, but I hadn't realized the full extent of the truth he had been dropping.  Usually, I had a little break before lunch, but another ferry had been added to the schedule to keep up with demand.  Shoppers were looking to get warmed up or giving themselves the gift of a little caffeine pick-me-up.  Things didn't slow down anymore.

The strain of the holidaze seemed to be causing issues elsewhere, too.  

As I passed by Trevor's tavern, I could hear him and Madison having a fight in the alleyway behind the building.  I tried my best not to eavesdrop, but it is kind of hard when two people are shouting at each other on a quiet street.

"This was for you," Madison yelled at him.

"How??  How on earth was setting up a pop-up shop and then committing me to thousands of dollars worth of sponsorship some selfless act you did for me??" Trevor countered.

"Do you have any idea how many influencers are going to take pictures of themselves and tag you in them?  Your stupid tavern is on the brink of becoming a global brand!"

"Madison, I don't care about being a global brand, I care about taking care of the customers I do have.  The ones stepping off the ferry tonight.  My margins are so tight..."  Although I still couldn't see him, I could tell by his sputtering that he was trying to put into words how bad this was.  "How am I supposed to cover launching thousands of dollars of marketing into space when $1 well nights actually get me people through the door and buying drinks?"

I paused, not wanting to interrupt.  Or maybe because it was like a train wreck.  I couldn't tear myself away.  

Trevor and I had an uneasy truce.  I didn't wish bad things for Trevor... but if life with Madison was sort of miserable for him, I wasn't opposed to the idea.  He was gunning for a seat on the city council and, for some reason, decided that the seat he wanted was Nate's.  

However, at one point, I had some pretty strong feelings about him.  

That said, he was now dating my nemesis.  

But on the flipside, Lottie was pretty smitten with him.  

So, it was complicated.  

The biggest frustration was just watching him decide time and again to ignore the good people in his life and double down on the Madison-inspired misery.  

Speaking of which, she launched into him again with withering commentary.  "You have no vision."

"Come on."

"No," she spat.  "You disgust me.  Here I'm trying to lift you up to the place where you belong in this community and you fight me all the way.  Well, Trevor, this time you're on your own.  I'm tired of your whining and ingratitude and... you.  I'm tired of you.  I’m going home."

And then I heard her stomp off.  Then I heard a grunt of frustration from Trevor, and then what sounded like him maybe punching the wall, followed by a whimper of pain. As he walked out of the alley, cradling his fist, I figured I guessed right.

He spotted me and deflated like a balloon.

"Hey, Paige..." he said.  He sounded like I was the last person he wanted to see in this moment.

I gave him a little finger wave, something he couldn't return with his busted hand.  "Hey!  Rough night?"

"Well, you were listening to the whole thing," he said, his eyes narrowing at me accusingly.  "You tell me."

"Yeah... it was a rough night," I affirmed, trying not to sound too chipper.  "Had enough  of that mess yet?"

He gave an exhausted sigh and shook his black curly head.  "I'm sure we'll be fine in the morning once we've had a chance to sleep on it."

"Riiiiight," I replied. "Because this has nothing to do with you dating a psychopath...?"

Trevor lifted his hands in surrender as
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