
Operation Snowball

A Dickens Holiday Novella

––––––––

[image: A picture containing dark

Description automatically generated]

Kathryn Hills

Best Selling & Award Winning Author
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.

Operation Snowball

A Dickens Holiday Novella

COPYRIGHT © 2021 by Kathy Hills

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical articles or reviews.

Contact Information: kathrynhills.author@gmail.com

Cover by Kristian Norris

Photographs – depositphotos 62328129, 128147772, 317298707


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About Operation Snowball

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

A Note from The Author

Romance Novels by Kathryn Hills

About Kathryn Hills

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

About Operation Snowball



[image: image]


Can the perfect Christmas tree and a missing cat bring two lonely hearts together?

John Gridley hasn’t set foot on the family Christmas tree farm in years. He walked away from his legacy and the quaint New England town of Dickens. But when his father looks to end their private war and reaches out for help with the hectic holiday season, John agrees to return home. He expects to work hard and to face the reasons he left in the first place. What he doesn’t expect is to crash into love at first sight.

Heather Murphy has been a widow and single mother for five years. She’s busy raising a rambunctious ten-year-old girl and running The Library Cat Bookstore. Yet an annual visit to Gridley Meadows Farm to find “the perfect Christmas tree” sparks more than holiday spirit. Can the handsome Army veteran with tattoos and rough edges truly heal her heart? And will the townsfolk cheer on the drifter and the pretty widow? Or will their meddling cause the relationship to flicker out like a bad string of lights?

A homecoming story of hope and redemption, where love hangs on holiday wishes and the fate of a missing cat named Snowball.
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Dedication
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To my father, who never grew tired of traipsing through tree lots until we found “the perfect Christmas tree.”
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Chapter 1


[image: image]


John Gridley rolled to a standstill at the first string of traffic lights on Main Street. His gaze drifted over the heart of his hometown. 

Dickens. Exactly the way he remembered it.

Loneliness crept into his heart alongside sad memories.

On an impulse, he pressed speed dial on his dash and was surprised the call connected on the first ring.

“This is Kimberly.”

“Hey, miss me yet?”

There was a long pause. “John? Where are you?”

The edgy feminine voice prickled his nerves. Yup. Still mad.

“Just cruising into Dickens.” He gently pressed the gas pedal and coasted through the town’s center that looked like it belonged in a holiday movie. Christmas decorations on lampposts and in windows, the classic gazebo all done up on the Common.

Another red light interrupted his progress, this time directly in front of quaint shops lining both sides of the street.

“What’s it like there, anyway? Is there snow?” his one-time girlfriend back in sunny California nonchalantly asked.

John could hear her typing, no doubt working feverishly to flip her next overpriced house. “Clear and cold. No white stuff yet.”

He craned his neck to watch some action taking place alongside his vehicle. A little girl in a puffy coat hauled a red wagon up to a utility pole. She positioned a step ladder, climbed the few rungs, and began taping up a sign. 

“Oh, man,” he muttered under his breath.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just some kid, putting up flyers about a missing cat. ‘Snowball. White. Female. Blue eyes.’”

“That’s so sad.” Kim’s voice registered the first real sign of emotion since picking up. “I hope she finds it.”

John didn’t comment. He was riveted to the scene. The determined child moved to the next pole to do the same thing. Undaunted, she hung another sign. A long, reddish-brown braid poked out from beneath her snowy white hat, swishing as she worked.

“What? You don’t care? Some kid loses a cat, and—”

“Whoa, I never said I don’t care,” he defended himself.

“Well, you could’ve fooled me.”

He scowled as someone behind honked when he missed the green light. “Alright, alright. Sorry,” he griped. He turned his attention back to Kim. “Are we talking about the kid, or is this about the thing between you and me?”

Silence was all he got back.

“Kim?”

“I don’t know, John. You up and leave me when I hired you to help with this new property. It’s just the latest thing between us. We both know it’s over. It’s been over for months. I didn’t really mean it when I said we could be friends.”

“I did not up and leave you. My father asked for help, remember? It’s not like I had anything to do with his right-hand man bailing just before the busiest time of the year.”

“Well, I’m busy too. I figured if you could help me out, but...” She huffed a dramatic sigh. “You know what? Forget about it. Forget about me, forget about the work, forget about everything. You’re home for the first time in a decade. Enjoy yourself. Catch up. Make your father happy.”

Happy? Is she kidding? This was the height of the busy season for Gridley Meadows Farm. His old man was likely stressed out of his mind.

I’m stressed out of my mind, returning to the life I walked away from.

“Goodbye, Kim,” was all he said before killing the call.

***
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HEATHER MURPHY LOOKED up as her ten-year-old daughter moped into the backroom of The Library Cat Bookstore. “Hey, Hailey. Did you hang all your signs?”

“Yup.” Hailey gave a little shiver.

“Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry about Snowball.” Heather dropped what she was doing and went straight to her girl. She wrapped Hailey in the tight, protective knot of her arms and kissed her head. “I printed more signs already. Once we close, I’ll help you hang them. Plus, we can visit all the shops and hang some on the lampposts on the Common.”

“Okay.” The sad little girl pulled away to peel off her winter layers, fighting the crackle of static cling, before tossing everything into a wadded pile. “I’m going to do my homework.”

Heather’s brows rose. “You’re volunteering to do homework on a Friday afternoon? Now I’m really worried.”

Hailey shrugged. “Nothing else to do. I might as well memorize my vocabulary words for next week. Mrs. Ellis will probably give us a surprise test. She doesn’t care if it’s almost Christmas.” She glanced around. “Is it okay if I stay in the shop with you instead of going upstairs? It’s too lonely up there without Snowball.”

“Sure, honey. Business is pretty light today. Go take over the back corner and spread out in the big chairs by the fireplace.”

“You mean the ones Snowball loved?” the girl cried.

Heather cringed. “You pick where you want to sit. I’ll see if I can flip the sign to Closed a little early today. Sound good?” 

With her daughter’s nod, she went back to unpacking the special holiday books Tom Gridley ordered for the Gridley Meadows Farm gift shop. The one-room store in an old Nordic-style barn housed winter holiday trinkets, along with items like tree stands, and wreath hooks. This year’s addition to Tom’s shelves were books on snowflakes, angels, fairies, and wishing stars. Charming for all ages.

Heather sat back on her heels.

Perhaps I should take Hailey with me to deliver these?

She stroked a loving hand over the glittering cover of a book, and she decided. That would be a very good idea.
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Chapter 2
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John pulled off to the side of the road when he crested the big hill before the farm. His first glimpse of home caused a lump to form in his throat. He’d grown up in this beautiful place. However, his feelings were complicated by how long he’d purposefully stayed away.

A familiar wave of guilt washed over him.

He’d kept in touch with his father. At least that’s what he told himself. But he never could face coming home after losing his mother.

Stepping from the car, he took a deep breath of cold country air. The sweet smell of pine filled him with memories. He closed his eyes, recalling the close-knit family they’d once been. Yet everything changed with one phone call.

“Your mom is gone, Johnny Boy.”

With a long, ragged sigh, he surveyed the scenery in the fading winter light. Nearly a decade hadn’t changed much about the farm at first glance. The land was more developed now than in his younger years. His father had shared some details about the upgrades. Doubling the plantings on the seventy-five acres Pops inherited from his father, who inherited from his. Gridley land for over a century. A real generational farm.

Until I broke the chain by enlisting in the Army.

His mother understood he wanted more than small-town life. But Pops hadn’t. “This farm is in your blood, it’s your birthright. You should be workin’ this land with me, not traipsing around the globe.”

Today Gridley Meadows Farm had thirty thousand Christmas trees growing in various stages. Spread out before his eyes in sprawling rows of deep green and silvery sage. From six and seven-footers—considered standard height trees—to mini tabletops, thin apartment-sized, and even fifteen-foot Cathedral-heights. Something for everyone. Folks could traipse off into the rolling hills to cut their own or choose from the pre-cuts down by the barn.

According to Pops, they kept a small gift shop these days. Ground Zero for Christmas shoppers. The first stop on the holiday bucket list for many locals. Still others came from miles away because it was tradition to get their tree here.

John tried to explain all this to Kim when his father first called, but she wasn’t buying it.

“Can’t he just hire someone? I’m sure there are people looking to make extra holiday cash.”

Yet the farm required so much more sacrifice.

His father was like a soil scientist, testing and adjusting the rich earth with each season. Crop planning and yield management influenced every decision throughout the year. Planting seedlings in the spring, shearing, and shaping all summer long. An ongoing cycle of harvest and renewal.

“Just go cut a few trees and get it over with,” she’d argued. “Then come home.”

But this was home. Whether he’d admitted it or not. 

After all these years, he knew the old man would never ask for help if he didn’t truly need it. Tom Gridley wasn’t an easygoing man. He’d likely held off asking until he was stretched beyond reason. Not a good thing for a man in his late sixties.

Which meant there was no easy exit strategy. This was a long-haul mission.

With one last look around—trees, glistening with frost as the sun dropped behind blue hills—John resigned himself to being home.

A few minutes later, he entered the old red barn near the front of the property. “Pops, you in here? I smelled the smoke from the wood stove the second I pulled in.”

“Ho, Johnny Boy. In here,” his old man called from the shop side of the building.

John met him in the wide-open space, and the two men clasped hands and then awkwardly embraced.

Tom Gridley leaned back and pushed smudged glasses up his ruddy nose. “Let me look at ya, boy. Damn, if you’re not a sight for sore eyes.” He patted John’s arms and shoulders through his jacket. “Still workin’ out, I see. Any new tattoos under there?”

“Old habits die hard, Pops,” John admitted. Then he rubbed his belly. “Bit paunchier now though. I eat out way too much. I’m thinkin’ you’ll work the soft spots outa me. You always did.”

His father’s tentative smile fell away, and he turned back to what he’d been working on—sanding the tops of old worktables. “Sorry to drag you away from your life, John. You know I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need you. Manager leavin’ with little more than a day’s notice. Dealt me a powerful blow. It’s harvest time, and folks will be coming like there’s a snow shovel sale day before a blizzard. I can’t handle it alone.”

“I know, Pops, that’s why I’m here.” John glanced around, looking for familiar things. “You’ve done a lot with this old place. Looks downright presentable. No more cobwebs and tools hanging everywhere. Shelves and special lighting? What are you doing with these old tables?”

“Sprucin’ ’em up. I had the notion to bring in some holiday books to sell. You know...the kind your mother always loved.”

John gave a curt nod at the mention of his mother.

“You’ve no idea what customers are like now. They don’t just pick a tree and leave. They want the whole holiday experience. Hot cocoa and sleigh rides. Christmas music piped in. That old wood stove, crackling away. It’s no longer just to keep the icicles off your nose. It’s for what they call ambiance.”

“Ambiance?” John grunted. “And sleigh rides and cocoa? How the hell do you pull that off?”

“Got two Danish draft horses now, in addition to some petting zoo animals. Goats and rabbits. That crabby old sheep is still alive.”

“Mutton Chops?” John laughed. “He’s part of a petting zoo? Serves his smelly old hide right.”

“Hired some local kids to help me out.”

“Kids?”

“You’re all kids to me.” Tom shook his white-haired head. “Brian is one, and a couple of his friends. Animal Science majors over at the university. They care for all the creatures as part of their schooling. And Wendy...she graduated last year with a business degree. She operates the store and does all the ‘social stuff.’ Got us a fancy website now. Plus, she handles the cocoa part.” His eyes twinkled with mischief. “Did I mention there are cookies and muffins as big as your fists? Wendy partnered with a local bakery—Leslie’s Bakes & More—to bring in special holiday treats. Visitors lap ’em up for real money.”

John outright laughed then. “Sounds as if I’m gonna like being back.”

“I hope so, son.” Pop’s voice turned somber. “I’ve been doing some real soul searching on whether I should sell after this season. It’s hard work. Hate to admit it, but I’m too old to do it alone. A real estate man has been calling me for months. Fella makes a strong case for selling. Still, I always hoped...”

John tensed as their age-old argument resurfaced. “Let’s just get through this season before you make any decisions, okay?”

The weathered man met his uneasy gaze and nodded. “I’m glad you’re home, John. You always did step up when someone needed you.”

***
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“I HAVE A SURPRISE FOR you,” Heather sang as she opened her daughter’s window shades, spilling soft winter sunshine into the room.

“Ugh, it’s Saturday.” Hailey groaned, covering her head with blankets.

“Yes, but it’s the first Saturday in December, and that means the start of the holiday season at Gridley Meadows Farm. Our tradition, remember?”

Hailey struggled to a sitting position and rubbed her sleepy eyes. “They have animals this year. Can we go?”

Heather sat on the edge of the bed. “We can. It’s a beautiful day, but it’s cold. Dress warm.”

Forty-five minutes later they were in the car, headed for one of their all-time favorite places and events.

“I’m going through the drive-thru to get coffee. Do you want some OJ or chocolate milk?” Heather asked her still-sluggish daughter.

“Do you have to stop? We need to get there. All the good trees will be gone.”

“Sweetie, there are thousands of trees at the farm. They won’t run out just because I stop for coffee.”

“But we need to find the perfect one. Especially now that Snowball is missing.”

“Hailey...Mom needs coffee to wake up, otherwise I won’t be able to see the trees.”

“Fine. I don’t want anything.”

It was a four-year-old tradition for them, getting their Christmas tree from the locally owned farm just outside of Dickens. The start of their mother-daughter countdown to Christmas.

“Oh, wow, look at the line,” Heather exclaimed a short time later as they approached the entrance.

“What do you mean? We can still go, right?”

“Don’t worry. Let me see if I can sneak around to where the workers park. We need to be near the back entrance of the store anyway to deliver these books.”

Sure enough, there was a tight spot behind the barn.

“Yes,” Hailey exclaimed when Heather slipped in with her little car and shut off the engine.

Together they loaded the boxes of books onto a handcart and started for the building.

Just as Heather reached the back door, it thrust open, popping the lid on her coffee cup, and spilling the full contents all over the front of her jacket. “Whoa,” she cried, stunned to be soaked and steaming in the frosty morning air.

“Mom!”

“Sorry, I didn’t see you,” a deep masculine voice shocked Heather further. “Let me help.”

Suddenly, there were big man hands in work gloves, swiping at her clothes and patting down her chest. Coffee droplets splattered her face. “I’m fine. Really. It’s okay. Stop,” she yelled, swatting the stranger’s hands away. 

Her gaze rose to assess the coffee-dumping culprit. Six foot something of hulking man. Dark hair, beard, wearing a red Gridley Meadows Farm sweatshirt with a black scarf.

Heather’s mouth opened and closed. Nothing, not even a breath, squeaked out as she gaped at him. The guy was drop-dead gorgeous. Strong features sharpened by concern. His eyes? Dark grey, like an impending snowstorm.

Hailey tugged her sleeve and Heather’s gaze dropped to her anxious daughter. “What are we gonna do now? You’re all wet.”

Heather touched her jacket before meeting the man’s penetrating stare again. “I...I don’t know. I—”

“Let me get you another,” he rushed to say. “Coat, I mean. You can borrow one of mine. I work here.” He scowled, shook his head, and started over. “I’m John Gridley, the owner’s son. If you don’t want a loaner, I can give you a sweatshirt from the gift shop. Your call.”

A hesitant smile teased the corners of Heather’s lips. “You’re Tom’s son? He talks about you all the time. I thought you were away in the military.”

It was the tall man’s turn to look surprised. “You know my father?”

“I do, quite well. I’m Heather Murphy. I own The Library Cat Bookstore in town.” She pointed to the handcart. “I brought these books for your father. He ordered them for the shop. I figured he’d want them for his first big weekend of the season.”

“Are we going to get a tree now?” Hailey asked, bored with their conversation.

Heather smiled. “This is my daughter, Hailey.”

John cracked a big grin, causing Heather’s heart to do a little flip flop.

“Morning, little lady. So, you’re here to cut a tree?”

Hailey kicked dirt and driveway pebbles before peeking up into his encouraging face. “We don’t cut ours. Mom says she’s not strong enough. It used to be my dad’s job to cut the tree.”

“Oh.” His smile vanished.

John’s questioning stare flipped back to Heather, and she could almost hear the thoughts, churning in his head. 

“We have help for anyone wanting to cut but not lug. Take a hayride out to one of the fields and tag the tree you want. We’ll do the rest.”

“Can we? Please, please, please.” Hailey jumped up and down, totally over the coffee debacle.

Before Heather could answer, John grabbed the handle of the cart and led the way into the barn, through the work area, to exit into the gift shop.

“Wendy,” he hollered across the busy room. “I’m taking a sweatshirt.”

“Got it,” the young woman behind the register yelled back over the noise.

“And these are the old man’s books. I’m gonna leave them in this back corner until you can tag them.”

“Yes, sir.” Wendy saluted.

John walked straight to a rack of red sweatshirts and began rifling through them. He glanced at Heather a couple of times and then shuffled more hangers. “I only see small kid’s sizes and Extra, Extra Large Adult. I know there are more. Let me check with—”

“No, it’s fine. I’m not picky.” Heather peeled off her wet jacket and handed it to him. The man’s gaze went from her bustline to her exposed midriff. She quickly smoothed her skin-tight turtleneck down. He must have noticed because he turned away quickly and cleared his throat. Yanking the oversized sweatshirt over her head, she declared, “Perfect fit. Thank you, Mr. Gridley.”

One dark brow arched. “John. Just John,” he mumbled.

“Or sir?” she teased with a mock salute.

An instant smile brightened his handsome face, and he chuckled. “Folks around here like to get their digs in. I swear I’m not an idiot boss.”

“Mom, can we go?” Hailey clasped her hand. “I want to see the animals.”

John backed away. “Go, I’ll hang your coat out back to dry and stow the handcart. Wendy can grab them for you when you’re ready to leave.” He pointed to Hailey as he walked away.  “Watch out for that old sheep. He is an idiot.”

In a heartbeat, John was gone, and all Heather could do was stare after him. There was something unsettling about the way those cold stormy eyes warmed when he looked at her. She couldn’t hold off a little shiver. It’d been a long time since a man had flustered her.

“Come on, Mom, let’s go.”

Mother and daughter exited the gift shop, spilling out into the busy barnyard filled with holiday music, pre-cut trees, and all sorts of trappings.

Hailey ran ahead to join the mob by the paddocks.

“Heather Murphy, is that you?”

Heather stopped in her tracks and cringed. She knew that shrill voice. “Courtney. What a...surprise.”

Courtney Cole looked her up and down. “My, if you aren’t festive in your Gridley Meadows Farm shirt. It’s rather large for you, don’t you think?” The overbearing woman dropped her designer sunglasses to study her more closely. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

Heather choked and sputtered on her own laughter. “Heavens, no. It’s a fashion statement,” she fibbed with a deadpan expression.

“Oh. Well.” Courtney’s perky nose rose several notches in obvious disdain. She glanced around before leaning close. “Did you hear the latest news? Tom Gridley’s son has returned after all these years.”

“I didn’t hear anything. But I did just meet him,” she admitted.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk, such a shame. Father and son have been estranged ever since the mother died. As the only son, the man totally shirked his responsibilities by not helping with the farm. He’s been traipsing around; God only knows where. A real vagabond.” She got right up in Heather’s face. “What’s he like? Word on the street is he’s a big brute of a fellow, covered in tattoos. He came from the west coast, you know.”

Heather stepped back, and Courtney’s red stilettos sank into the farmyard mulch, causing her to lose her balance. She flailed her arms like a windmill, struggling to right herself.

“He seems nice enough to me.”

Courtney scowled, obviously frustrated by her refusal to partake in small-town gossip. “Well, I for one would like to meet this man of mystery.”

Heather’s gaze snapped to the man himself, as he waded through the yard. “There he goes.” She glanced down at the other woman’s shoes and smirked. “Maybe if you hurry, you’ll catch him.”

“Oh my God,” Courtney declared with a gasp. “If he isn’t a handsome devil.”
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John plowed through the hordes of jolly people, grumbling apologies as he headed for his ATV. 

What the heck is wrong with you? He silently berated himself. One glance at a pretty face, and you’re toast. Done. Scorched and burned. Stay away from women, bro. Focus on the mission. 

He shook his head and muttered a curse.

His hungry male body had decided to freak out two seconds after he’d doused the poor woman in hot coffee. To top it off, he’d hopped on the landmine of her husband. Way to go, dude. Make a kid sad.

He fired up the noisy machine and sped off toward the fields to get back to what he was good at. Tagging and cutting trees, lifting things, carrying stuff. Grunt work. Not giving away merchandise to beautiful women with shiny reddish-brown hair and expressive hazel eyes.

But damn if Heather Murphy didn’t have a kick-ass combo going on. Petite and thin, yet curvy in all the right places. Plus, she owned her own business, a bookstore no less. Gotta have brains for that. His mind wandered to the way she’d tilted that sweet, heart-shaped face when he spoke to her kid. Proud mama, right there. Nice. He liked that.

He made a mental note to ask his father about the woman and her situation. Not that it was any of his business.

Don’t do it, the tiny voice in his head warned. Haven’t you had enough trouble with women?

Arriving at the clearing considered base camp for the fields, John parked his ATV and headed over to the field foreman of the day. Ned Parker, an old high school buddy he’d hired last minute.

“Gonna take this group down to the barn area and bring up the next load,” Ned told him. “You got time to help with the taggin’ and the cuttin’?”

“That’s why I’m here,” John replied, eager to burn off some steam. He watched everyone climb onto the open trailer and find seats on hay bales. Then he plastered on his best fake smile and waved the happy group off before grabbing a saw. Whole holiday experience. Pops was right.

The scent of pine was everywhere—sharp, sweet, and refreshing—as he trekked through the columns of lush evergreens. Tiny winter birds fluttered between the trees. It was a pristine December morning, cold but sunny. Ideal to kick off the holiday season.

He smothered a grin as he listened to telltale bits of the conversations of shoppers. Too skinny. Too fat. Tall, short, plump. Standard tree buying lingo. Do you think we’ll get it through the front door? Or his personal favorites...Won’t the cat chew it up or the dog pee on it?

Laughter bubbled up in him.

In the end, he and his team would find something for every taste.

John worked for half an hour, tagging, cutting, and netting trees before loading them onto farm pickups for transport down to the buyer’s vehicles. He was just about to assist an elderly man and woman when he spied Heather Murphy and her daughter, stepping off a newly arrived hayride.

How could I miss the mother-daughter duo with the matching hair?

They looked happy yet confused as they wandered around the first couple of rows of trees.

A split-second decision had him signaling one of the other guys to help the older couple. With a sigh of resignation, he made his way over to the woman who intrigued him.

Heather’s eyes connected with his across the clearing, and they widened when he approached. Color flooded her pretty cheeks, yet she squared her chin, and said, “We meet again, Mr. Gridley.”

“Just John, remember?”

“Hi, John.” Hailey gave a little wave, totally at ease with the big man, as if they were old friends. “Are you going to help us cut our tree? Mom said we could now that she doesn’t have to do it.”

“You bet. Point the way, boss. There are lots more trees further in.”

The girl ran ahead, leaving them to follow.

“She’s excited,” Heather explained. “She doesn’t remember much about the last time we cut our own Christmas tree, just that it was special.”

John glanced her way, noting a hint of sadness on her face. He couldn’t help asking, “So...it’s been a long time since you visited the farm then?”

“We’ve come every year, for the past four, but we pick a tree that’s already cut.”

“Because you’re not strong enough?” he kidded.

She gave him a saucy grin. “I’m plenty strong. That’s just the story I tell Hailey. Truth is it makes me sad. We always cut our own tree when my husband was alive.”

A lead weight dropped into John’s gut. He slammed to a halt. “I’m sorry. Me and my big mouth.”

Heather paused and shook her head. “Don’t be. You couldn’t know.” She started walking again.

John followed in silence, mulling over what she’d shared. “How long has it been then? Tell me to shut up if you want.”

“It’s okay. Makes it easier when I can talk about it. I try not to in front of Hailey. My husband went blessedly quickly five years ago. Only a few months after his diagnosis. Thankfully, Hailey doesn’t remember much. David passed right before Christmas, and he made me swear I would make it nice for her. Always.”

“Sounds like a good man.”

“He was. Very much so.” She put on a brave face when they caught up to her daughter, the girl singing a Christmas carol and bouncing between increasingly larger trees. “We moved here shortly after to get a fresh start. Dickens seemed like the perfect place, especially for the holidays.”

“And how do you like Dickens the rest of the year?” he jumped to change the subject. “I grew up in this quirky little town where everyone knows your business.”

Heather chuckled. “Your father is quite proud of you. He carries a picture of you in his wallet from when you first joined the military. He shows everyone.”

John blew out a long breath. “That was a very long time ago. No wonder you didn’t recognize me. I was a skinny kid back then.”

Heather awarded him a brilliant smile, making John wish she’d do it more often. Something about her eased the rough edges of the day.

“I’m sure Tom is happy to have you home,” she continued in a light tone. “I heard what happened with his foreman.”

“I forgot how quickly bad news travels here.”

“All news, honestly,” she said with a sympathetic look.

“I found one, I found one,” Hailey cried, halting their conversation.

“How tall is your ceiling?” John asked as he and Heather considered the large pine the girl had singled out. “This one’s pretty big, about an eight-footer and full.”

“We live above the bookstore. One of the old brick buildings downtown. The ceilings are high, maybe ten feet in the living room?”

He waited as she did the obligatory walk-around and deliberation with Hailey.

“Sweetie, it’s going to take up the entire living room.”

“But Mom...”

“We don’t even have enough lights or ornaments.”

“But it’s the perfect Christmas tree. Please...”

John smothered a grin. Jeez. Generals have it easier than moms, trying not to disappoint their kids.

Heather ultimately conceded, and she came to stand before him. “If you’d do us the honor of cutting, Mr. Gridley.”

He went straight to work, tagging the tree and cutting the trunk in just the right place. He could feel the ladies’ eyes on him as he sawed the thick base. Then he hoisted it up and led the way back to where a truck waited.

“You’re lucky, Mom,” he overheard Hailey saying. “John is really strong. Did you see those muscles?”

Heather coughed. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Well, did you at least see the tattoos on his neck? They’re hidden under his scarf, but I saw them when he was cutting.”

The woman choked and giggled. “That’s very astute of you, Hailey. Let’s not talk about that right now, okay?”

“Okay, but you should definitely look.”

John guided their prized tree though a netting machine and then hefted it into the bed of a truck. “Head on back to the barn when you’re ready. I’ll be waiting for you by your car.”

“Oh...okay,” she stammered.

***
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HEATHER HELD TIGHT to her overjoyed daughter’s hand as she sank into a sea of turbulent emotions. What was I thinking? Not only did we cut a fresh tree this year—like a huge freakin’ tree—but a hunk of a guy helped us do it.

The past four years, they’d bought a small tree, one they could wrestle up the staircase themselves and get the lights on without much trouble. Considering her tiny car parked behind the barn, she inwardly groaned. Now what? Is that tree even going to fit on my roof?

Her thoughts wandered further into dangerous territory. John Gridley certainly is strong. Hell yeah, Mama noticed those broad shoulders and muscular arms. Not to mention that tight butt in faded jeans. But tattoos on his neck? Dear Lord. She couldn’t tell if that detail excited her or scared her to death.

David had been a good-looking man, fair-haired, trim, in good shape. But he’d also been an intellectual, an engineer that grew up loving city life. Their home had been a large colonial in the suburbs with manicured lawns and apple trees. Somehow this rugged mountain of a man felt like the polar opposite of the only man she’d ever intimately known. Yet, whether she wished to acknowledge it or not, her body’s reaction to the virile stranger was swift and powerful.

The sudden urge to sequester herself in the bookstore—to claim she had way too much work to even think about anything else—hit her like a proverbial ton of bricks.

All too soon, they were back in the crush of happy holiday shoppers, and she spied the man on her mind, heading toward where her little car waited. She and Hailey exited the hayride and hurried to follow him around the barn.

John was standing with his big arms crossed over his broad chest, looking like a disgruntled lumberjack as he surveyed her car. “We have a problem, Houston,” he said in a deep, husky tone. One sooty brow arched, making him appear devilishly handsome. “What? You were expecting a Christmas miracle?”

Heather sucked in a shaky breath and let it out slowly. “I was caught up in the moment?” she suggested with a sheepish look. She considered the massive tree once again. “Hailey, maybe we should—”

John held up a hand. “We can deliver it tomorrow. We close at three on Sundays.”

“But I—”

“No buts.” He looked at Hailey. “This little lady picked the ‘perfect Christmas tree,’ and Gridley Meadows Farm will make sure it gets to her home safe and sound.”

Hailey cried, “Yay,” and he grinned.

“But I can’t ask you to do that. Someone will have to make a special trip, and—”

“I’ll do it,” he stated flatly. “I’ve been wanting to get a new book, something to keep me occupied at night. Just point me to the history section in your store, and I’ll deliver your tree. No charge.” He plowed on, giving her no chance to decline. “Do you have a big enough tree stand?”

“I don’t know. I believe so.”

He yanked the tag from their tree, handed it to her, and wrote a new tag with the name Murphy on it. “Take that one inside and pay Wendy. I’ll attach this new one and store your tree until tomorrow.”

“You’ll keep it safe, right? You won’t give it away or let someone steal it?” Hailey’s pink bottom lip puffed out. “I just lost my cat. I can’t lose my perfect Christmas tree.”

“That’s it,” John exclaimed. “I thought I’d seen you somewhere before. You were hanging posters in town.”

“Yeah. My cat, Snowball, ran away. But I didn’t see you.”

Heather pulled her close and wound a supportive arm around her shoulders.

“I was in my car, just arriving.” John focused on the worried girl. “I had a dog run away once. Turns out he had a dog friend about a mile away. Made his way home when he was done visiting. Maybe Snowball will come back to you the same way.”

“I hope so.” Hailey released a sad sigh. “She was a stray when we found her, and I know she likes to be outside. But I still miss her. I wish she would come back.”

John set the tree aside and dropped to one knee. In a steady, low voice, he said, “I know, sweetheart. Don’t give up hope.”

“Okay, John.” 

He stood and faced Heather, who could barely breathe after witnessing the tender moment. The man wasn’t as tough as he appeared.

“Give Wendy your address when you check out.” He hoisted their tree as if it weighed nothing and began to march away. Calling over his shoulder, he added, “Give her your phone number, too, in case anything changes. I don’t want to let you down.”

He paused unexpectedly and spun to face Heather again. Their gazes locked and held as the world around her seemed to fade away. John said nothing, merely smiled. And a million butterflies took flight in her stomach.

“See you tomorrow, John Gridley,” Hailey called after him. She turned to her and said, “He’s a very nice man. I like him.”

Unaware, she drove the reality of their next encounter home to her mother’s shaken yet hopeful heart.
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Chapter 4
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John checked his phone’s clock for the hundredth time, swearing he would not be late as he hurried into the kitchen the next afternoon. 

“Where are you going all dolled up?” Pops asked.

“Why, because I have something on other than a dirty Gridley Meadows Farm sweatshirt?”

His father looked him up and down. “Yeah. That. Man don’t shower, shave, and put on fancy clothes to sit at home with his old man.” He sipped his afternoon tea in his favorite cup as he’d done for as long as John could remember. Picking up the Sunday newspaper, he went straight to the comics section.

John buttoned the sleeves of his best shirt, and he tucked the tails into stiff jeans. Everything felt tight, restricted, and scratchy. It’s been a long time since I was in a dress uniform. Yet no way was he going to Heather Murphy’s house looking like a slob.

He filled a glass with tap water and chugged it down, trying not to sweat in his new clothes. Wonder if I should have used cologne after my shower? No, too much. Pops was already riding him. He’d have a field day with the trendy crap Kim always wanted him to wear.

“I’m heading into town to deliver a tree,” he said, shooting for his best indifferent tone.

“Oh?” his dad replied, his gaze never straying from the pages.

John swallowed the anxious lump in his throat. “I’m going to Heather Murphy’s place.”

Tom Gridley lowered the newspaper to peer at his son through smudged glasses. “Saw you two talkin’ yesterday.”

Silence hung like a dark cloud between them.

“It’s not a date,” John blurted and then wanted to beat himself.

Pops met his stare. “If it were, I’d say you were a smart man. Heather is one of the nicest women I know. Good people, she and that sweet little Hailey.”

A fraction of the tension John was experiencing eased out of his tight muscles, and he forced himself to stand down.

You’re only delivering a tree. Nothing more.

And getting a book.

And seeing where the prettiest woman you’ve laid eyes on in a long while lives.

As in you’re visiting her home.

Son of a bitch. Cut it out!

“Okay. I’ll see you later,” he barked at his unfazed father. “I won’t be home late, so don’t worry.”

Pops put the paper down and scowled at him. “I wouldn’t mind if you were. I got your number if I need ya.”

John spun on his heels to leave.

“Take your coat. It’s gonna snow tonight,” the old man called after him.

John paused in the doorway. “There’s no snow in the forecast.”

“I can feel it in my bones. Trust me, it’s gonna snow.”

***
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“DID YOU PICK UP ALL your toys?” Heather yelled to her daughter in the kitchen. She knelt to retrieve a stray sock with no match that had been lying on the living room floor for at least three days.

“Yes, Mom.”

“And did you put away all your homework? Your backpack is still here on the living room chair.”

“I’ll get it.”

Heather huffed in frustration when she heard cupboard doors opening and closing. “Hailey...what are you doing in there? Mr. Gridley could be here any minute. I want this place looking picked up.” She grumbled under her breath, “Why did I agree to this?”

She stood and brushed off her clothes. Jeans and a beige sweater. Nothing clingy. Nothing fancy. Just your everyday, I’m thirty-five and own a bookstore, plus I have a kid, clothing.

After one last sweep of the room, she headed for the kitchen. But she slammed to a halt and moaned, “Oh, Hailey, what on earth is that doing in here?”

“He’s not a ‘that’, Mom.” Hailey rolled her eyes. “This is Mr. Tinsel. I named him that because he’s grey, and it’s almost Christmas.” The determined little girl kissed the head of the smoke-colored, gnarly looking feline, dangling from her arms like a dirty towel. “I found him at the back door of the shop. He’s Snowball’s best friend. I’ve seen them together. He looked hungry, so I had to let him in.”

“Oh, sweetie.” Heather took a steadying breath and counted to ten. “Mr. Tinsel might belong to someone else.” Although his matted fur says otherwise. “He’s such a handsome fellow. We can’t just assume he’s ours.”

“But he has no collar. Plus, he has a big chunk missing from one ear. I think he’s a stray, Mom, just like Snowball was.” Hailey stood taller, the cat perfectly content to be held. “I fed him some of Snowball’s wet food, and he loved it. I’ve never seen a cat eat so fast. Please can we keep him? It’s so cold out now.”

Heather wanted to scream. Or cry. She didn’t know which would come out first. She approached her daughter and the mystery cat, now draped over Hailey’s shoulders like a ratty old stole. When she reached a cautious hand out to pet the unknown feline, it snuggled against her fingers, purring like a sports car.

“I give up,” she declared. “Fine, keep the cat. But only until we can find out if he’s missing from someone else. You wouldn’t want somebody to keep Snowball if they found her, would you?”

“No. We can check all the shelter websites and share his picture like we did before we adopted Snowball.”

“Don’t put him on your bed. He may have fleas. Or worms. Both. Just don’t.”

With a ragged breath, Heather looked around the tiny kitchen as her daughter went back to fussing over the cat. She considered opening a bottle of wine but then thought better of it. No way am I going to let down my guard with a stranger in the house. 

Yeah, right, stranger. He’s Tom Gridley’s son. The little voice in her head jeered. You’re just afraid you’ll like him if you let your guard down.

The antique twist doorbell sounded below, and Heather jumped and screeched. The cat leapt from Hailey’s arms, bolting for some unknown corner of the apartment.

“John’s here,” Hailey yelled as she gave chase.

“As if I didn’t know,” Heather muttered.

She headed down to street-level and the vestibule that housed the entrance to both the shop and their personal staircase to the apartment above. John smiled through the doorway’s frosty window when she reached the bottom.

“Special delivery. One ‘perfect Christmas tree,’” he said when she unlocked the door.

Heather forced a casual smile. “Thank you. You really didn’t have to do this. I’m sorry to put you out.” Stepping aside, she granted him access, and he hefted the big tree up the interior staircase. “Well...maybe you did.” She cringed when he got stuck at the turn at the top. “Do you need help?”

“Nope. And, yes, I did have to do this. Otherwise it’d be too much tree for that clown car of yours. How do you fit in that thing, anyway?”

“I love my little car. It’s cute, and it purrs like a kitten,” she defended with a chuckle.

Holding her breath, Heather watched John pop the fat fir into her kitchen. All space evaporated from the room. “This way,” she said, squeezing past to lead him into the living room.

John surveyed the ceiling before righting his load. The tree stood tall; a sturdy stand already attached.

“You brought your own stand? That’s very kind.”

“No problem. I didn’t want to take a chance.” He stepped back to survey his work. “Better get some water in there right away and keep it coming. This big boy is thirsty.”

Hailey bounded into the room with her new pet. “Hi, John. Whoa...it looks so much bigger inside.”

“They always do. Hey...you found your cat?”

“No, this is Mr. Tinsel. He just found us. Snowball is still missing,” she explained with a frown.

John’s wide-eyed stare flipped to Heather, and she shook her head. “Well then,” he balked. “Does Mom like your new cat?”

“She just met him. Right before you came.”

He jokingly winced and then chuckled. “I should go. You’ve got your hands full. I’ll just remove the netting and be on my way.”

“No,” Heather said, finally offering him a genuine smile. “Stay awhile. I could use some grown up conversation, especially now that Hailey has Mr. Tinsel to entertain.” Her smile turned into a cheeky grin. “Wine?”

“Can he stay for supper?” Hailey blurted.

Heather’s mind practically exploded. Her gaze snapped from Hailey to John and back again. John’s eyes were calm, his expression cool and collected. Dammit! 

“Of course he can stay.” She struggled to sound happy and easygoing, yet inside she was shrieking. “Dinner sounds like a fair price for the home delivery of our ‘perfect Christmas tree.’”

“Yay,” Hailey cheered and bounded off toward her bedroom with the cat.

“Not on the bed,” she hollered after her and then groaned. “Sorry. You don’t have to stay. I’m sure you have other plans that don’t include us and Mr. Tinsel.”

Grey eyes bore into her. His bearded jaw tightened.

Heather couldn’t help letting her stare drop to the intricate design on the exposed skin of his neck. Tribal in nature. Intriguing as it disappeared beneath the starched white collar of his shirt. Quite the contrast, indeed.

“No plans. Dinner would be nice.”

Her butterflies took flight again, and this time they brought friends.

“It’s only frozen lasagna,” she hedged.

The hard plains of his face softened a bit, and his lips tipped into a slow sexy smile. “I like frozen lasagna.”

Some of Heather’s angst faded away. “Okay, then.”

“Now I wish I’d brought you something. Flowers, maybe? As a thank you.”

“You brought me a tree,” she teased.

“Yeah...one you bought. Hardly seems like a fair trade for a home cooked meal. I don’t get many of those.”

Heather gave herself a mental shake and headed for the kitchen. “I’m going to open that wine now and start the oven. You can take your glass down to the shop and check out the history section. Sound good?”

John followed close behind her, the old wooden flooring creaking louder than usual under his heftier weight. The fact there was a man in her kitchen—a gorgeous man with big muscles and tattoos, helping her with supper—blew Heather’s mind.

How did this happen?

“Sounds great. Want me to open the wine since you’re cooking?”

“We’ve got quite the barter thing going.” She handed him the chilled bottle and a corkscrew and went to get glasses.

Heather couldn’t resist sneaking several quick peeks as she prepped the store-bought lasagna. John skillfully uncorked the Pinot Grigio and poured two glasses. He brought one to his nose and took a long savoring breath as he swirled the golden liquid. Then he took a sip, and his eyes closed in obvious satisfaction.

He knows wine?

John’s eyes snapped open, and he caught her gawking. Her hands fumbled the box and wrapper, and she dropped their dinner on the counter like a brick. In a flurry of movements, she righted the thing, stuffed it in the oven, slammed the door, and set the timer. When she spun around, he was standing right before her with a smile and a glass.

“Thanks.” She took a big swallow before daring to raise her gaze to his. “It’s one of my favorites. I hope you like it.”

“I do. Very much,” he murmured, his male voice husky and deep. He took another sip, licked his full lips, and brushed a big hand across his well-groomed beard.

She couldn’t help focusing on his mouth, the sensual allure of it. 

“Alrighty then, your book,” she burst out and scurried away. “Hailey...be right back. We’ll be downstairs,” she bellowed before snagging her keys and rushing down the staircase to open the door. John followed at a slower pace, arriving as she turned up the lights. “The history section is in the back right corner. Have at it.”

He casually set his wineglass on the counter. “I love the smell of bookstores and libraries. I wish there were a way to bottle it. There was this one in Prague I’ll never forget.”  Then he went searching, leaving Heather to pretend she was occupied.

“So, you’ve been to Prague? How exciting.”

“I’ve been pretty much everywhere in the last ten years. Some places much nicer than others.”

A few minutes passed before he called out to her. “Heather, these are great. Nice selection you have here.” He strolled back, set down a book on the life of Theodore Roosevelt, and withdrew the twenty-five dollars to purchase it. “I’ll be set for about a week since I don’t get much reading time right now. I may need to come back for some others after that.”

Her cheeks heated at the thought. From experience, she knew her face had turned a deep crimson. She fanned herself with her hands. “Phew...wine. Always makes me hot.”

John instantly grinned, and her cheeks blazed even hotter.

“So...you’re an avid reader?” She rang up the book and bagged it for him, purposefully tossing in a bookmark with the store’s phone number.

“Always have been, especially since joining the military. Army doesn’t do anything fast. There’s a lot of ‘hurry up and wait.’ Plenty of time to read in between assignments.” He glanced around. “This place is great; how every old bookstore should look. Must be nice...those big chairs with the fireplace crackling. Have you owned the shop long?”

“Just the four years we’ve lived here in Dickens. I was an editor before, working for a big publishing house. A real city girl.” She chuckled.

The keen attention on his handsome face led her to reveal something she’d told no other. “I’m attempting to write a book...when the shop isn’t busy.”

“A book? That’s fantastic. You totally should.” His grey eyes sparkled with interest.

“Well,” she came from behind the counter and headed for the door. “It’s a pipe dream. We’ll see what actually comes from it.”

“May I ask what type of book you’re writing?”

Heather lowered the shop lights and hesitated with her key in the lock. “It’s a romance. You know...a happily-ever-after. I think people need more of those these days. I know I do. But I’m finding it hard to write. Guess I never really understood what all those authors meant when they said they had ‘writer’s block’ or their story ‘just wasn’t flowing.’ Too much on my mind, I suppose.”

She motioned with one hand, indicating they should return to the apartment. Yet John held back, insisting she go first. Heather couldn’t help but feel self conscious, wondering if he was staring at her butt the entire time as they climbed the staircase. And she suddenly wished she’d worn something nicer.

Two hours later, they’d demolished the lasagna and drained the wine. Hailey told John all her favorite stories about finding Snowball, and Mr. Tinsel, about her teacher, Mrs. Ellis, and all her friends at school. Heather sat back and allowed him to experience the full-on barrage of conversation an enthusiastic ten-year-old girl was capable of lobbing. To John’s credit, he remained engaged, laughed easily, and asked many questions.

Yet one question sent Heather into a tailspin. Even though she had to admit she was dying to know.

“Do you have a girlfriend?” Hailey pressed him.

“Hailey, that’s none of your business,” Heather scolded.

“No worries.” John shrugged it off, yet he stared longingly at his empty wineglass before answering. “I did. Her name was Kim.”

The little girl’s mouth fell open. “What happened to her? Did she die?”

“God, no,” he rushed to answer. “Nothing bad. We just didn’t work out.”

Heather looked up to find him watching her, as if he were gauging her response to the news he’d just dropped.

Thankfully, Hailey remained silent, appearing to mull everything over until she switched gears. “I can’t believe you didn’t know there’s a tree lighting on the Common next Saturday. Everyone in Dickens knows that.”

John chuckled. “Well, I haven’t been back in Dickens long. And they didn’t do such things when I was a kid.” He got a thoughtful look on his face. “Maybe they did, but we were always too busy with our own Christmas trees.”

“Is it hard work when you live on a farm?” the curious girl asked.

“Yeah. But it’s good work.” He looked at Heather. “I’d forgotten how good. Pops...I mean Tom, my father, has it tough right now. The ten years I’ve been away have slowed him down. There’s a lot of catch up to do.”

“And it’s so busy now,” Heather agreed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Saturday like yesterday.”

“Today was the same. But we’re working the kinks out.”

“Yeah...” Hailey chimed in. “We couldn’t really see or pet the animals.”

“Well, you’ll just have to come back,” he stated bluntly.

Hailey pushed her chair back from the table and stood. “Mom, may we go to the Common to show John the big tree, even if there are no lights yet?”

“I should go,” he said, politely offering Heather a way out.

“Pleeeease.” Hailey turned on the charm for them both.

“I could use a walk to settle this meal,” Heather said. “How about we escort John to his car?” Her gaze flipped to him. “I’m assuming you parked right outside since you were toting a big tree.”

“Yes, but it’s usually the other way around, isn’t it?” His eyes warmed when they looked at her. “The man, escorting the lovely lady—or in this case ladies—to the car?”

His genuine smile was contagious, and Heather found herself wishing she’d been more relaxed, more herself the entire evening.

“Help clear the dishes please, Hailey, then grab your hat and coat. We’ll give John a tour of where all the pretty lights will be before he goes.”
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Chapter 5
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“Amazing,” John exclaimed when they stepped outside into a winter wonderland. I’ll be damned if the old man wasn’t right.

“It’s snowing. Mom, look,” Hailey cried.

“Yes, sweetie, I see. It’s really coming down.” Heather pointed to the big fat flakes, already plastered to everything. “It’ll get slippery, too. Maybe John should go before the roads get bad?”

“Nooo...” the excited girl cried.

“I’ll be fine.” He winked at Heather before addressing Hailey. “How about a compromise? A quick jaunt to the big tree, and we’ll call it a night.” He turned back to Heather again. “Maybe I’ll be inspired to attend the actual tree lighting next weekend?”

“That would be nice,” she murmured, feeling as if they’d just made tentative plans.

They headed for the Common together, and Hailey ran ahead when they reached the edge of the community space that dated back centuries. Lights twinkled on many of the bushes and smaller trees already, as well as on the classic gazebo. Yet the large tree in the center was still dark.

“This tree? This great big tree right here?” he teased Hailey when they got close. “I bet it’s a Gridley tree.”

She erupted in silly girl giggles. “Mine is better.”

“It’s gorgeous with the snow, even though it’s not lit yet. Like we landed in Christmas land,” Heather exclaimed as she spun to take in the snowy landscape. “It’s what first attracted me to this place.”

John had to admit he felt unexpectedly lighthearted. Perhaps the holiday enthusiasm of these two is wearing off on me? Still, the past two days had taken a hard U-turn he never saw coming. A beautiful woman by his side, a sweet child playing in the snow, strolling together on a cold December night.

He snuck a side-glance at Heather, and his heart gave a lurch. She was catching snowflakes on her tongue like a kid, thinking no one was watching.

Smart, sexy, and cute as hell. Pops was right about Heather Murphy, too.

John suddenly needed to go home and process everything he was feeling. To try to make sense of the overwhelming desire to see this woman again. Tomorrow, and the next day. And the day after that. To get to know her. Every sweet, gorgeous inch of her.

They returned to the building’s entrance, and John waited until Heather unlocked the door before saying goodnight.

“Bye, John,” Hailey said. “I’ve gotta go find Mr. Tinsel.” Then she took off like a shot up the stairs.

John focused all his attention on Heather then, as she handed him his book bag that they’d left just inside the doorway.

“Thank you for this. And for dinner.”

She gazed up at him, tipping her lovely heart shaped face. “You are most welcome. A fine exchange for one ‘perfect Christmas tree.’” She reached out a hand for him to shake, and he took it. The commonplace touch lingered way too long, until they eased their fingers apart. They both mumbled clumsy “goodnights” and turned to go their separate ways.

Heather spun around. “John?”

He quickly turned back.

“I think Hailey was right. You should come with us to the tree lighting next Saturday.”

John couldn’t quell a big smile. “Okay.” Then he took a leap of faith. “But I don’t think I can wait that long to see you again.”

They stared at one another as the snow fell around them with soft patters.

“Me neither,” she admitted with a smile.

***
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HEATHER KICKED OFF her boots and shuffled into the living room to collapse onto the couch.

I just agreed to a date with John Gridley. A weird date. One with my daughter. But a date, just the same.

She looked at the enormous tree, standing bare with no lights or decorations. The elephant in the room for sure.

She groaned.

I think I’ve lost my mind.

Yet had she?

The man stirring up all sorts of gossip in town—at least according to that busybody, Courtney Cole—was captivating. Not at all who she imagined him to be after their first crash of a meeting. Well travelled. Well read. Kind. Funny. He’d even charmed her tween daughter into opening up like he was a long-lost friend.

What the heck is happening?

Heather rose from the couch when she heard Hailey, talking in her room at the end of the hallway. She tiptoed down to listen.

“Mr. Tinsel...spill it. Where’s Snowball? You’re cute—I really like you—but I want my cat back. I know you two are best friends. I saw you together.”

Heather leaned closer to the cracked door, and she could hear the new cat purring like a truck.

“Mom was too busy tonight, making googly eyes at John, to even think about Snowball.” Hailey heaved a sigh. “Not that I mind. As long as she doesn’t forget about me.”

A twinge of guilt stabbed Heather’s heart. She was a mother, first and foremost. Was there room in her life for anything more? A way to be a woman, and not just a mother?

A sudden urge struck her. Call John and cancel. But deep down, she admitted to herself she didn’t want to.

Heather leaned her aching head against the doorframe and prayed for guidance. I need a Christmas miracle to show me what to do.
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“IT’S NOT A DATE, POPS. Heather and Hailey are just coming over to see the animals. They didn’t get much of a chance on Saturday because of the crowds,” John explained the following day. “Heather doesn’t work on Wednesdays, so they’ll come right after Hailey is done with school.”

Tom Gridley paused his bookkeeping to consider him. “So...what? It’s like some sort of ‘playdate’ for the three of you?” He shook his head and chuckled.

John internally groaned. “I was thinking I could take them on a sleigh ride.”

Pops gave an indifferent shrug. “You know your way around the back end of a horse. Take ’em up to the far fields where the saplings are. You can see the sunset better from up there. And the Christmas lights in town.”

“Thanks, Pops. You’re a genius,” John exclaimed.

Pops scratched his white-haired head. “I have my moments.”

***
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ON WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON, Heather watched her thrilled daughter. Hailey...hanging on a fence rail as Gridley Meadows Farm workers fed and cared for all the animals. The cover of snow from the weekend had turned their paddocks into a muddy mess.

“Can I help?” Hailey asked John.

He looked to Brian, the farm’s animal expert, before he answered. At the young man’s laidback nod, he turned to Heather for the final word.

She scrunched her mouth to one side, considering the bleating goats and cantankerous looking old sheep in the corner. “I don’t know...”

“Mom, please. You know I love animals.”

Her gaze flipped back to John, and he gave her a “why not?” shrug.

“Alright. But only if you do exactly what Brian tells you.”

In the blink of an eye, the delighted girl was over the fence, her boots sinking deep into the smelly, mucky mess.

Heather rolled her eyes. “Oh my God. Well, I guess she’s washable,” she told John with a laugh.

She followed him to where his father was harnessing a gigantic chestnut-colored horse with a golden mane and tail. An old-fashioned sleigh stood at the ready, silver bells and all. “We’ve only ever been on a short sleigh ride in town,” she told the two working men. “Never a ‘dashing through the snow’ sort of ride.”

“Well, then you’re in for a real treat, little lady,” Tom Gridley spoke up. “This sled is an antique, straight from Sweden. My wife’s people are over there.”

“That’s fantastic. How special to have such a family heirloom.” Heather removed her gloves to run gentle hands over the horse’s velvety nose. “Is that also why your barn is so unique looking? It seems Nordic to me.”

“Yup, the wife loved it. Made the boy and me paint it bright red, just like the one her grandparents had when she was growing up. She spent many Christmases with them.”

“You said your wife collected books, too, like the ones I delivered on Saturday. Did your shoppers enjoy them?”

“Oh, yes. Wendy sold bunches. Said we may need to order more.”

Heather couldn’t resist watching John work, the thick muscles of his broad back, bunching under a heavy woollen sweater. His dark hair fell across his brow, and she longed to reach out. Smooth it. Feel it running through her fingers. She closed her eyes against the passionate images, swirling through her mind. Kissing him, tasting those full lips. Would his mustache and beard tickle?

She shook her head to clear it.

“Mom. Mom,” Hailey said, startling her. “That old sheep likes me. You know, Mutton Chops, the one John said was so mean. He actually let me pet him and feed him.”

“You don’t say.” Heather smiled and hugged her filthy kid.

“And Brian let me feed all the rabbits and give them fresh bedding. Did you know this place is bigger than we thought? There’s another barn. I could see it through the open doors in the back of this red one.”

John joined them when the sleigh was ready. “That’s where we store all the extra feed and hay. Stuff that doesn’t get used right away, but we still need it.”

“Can I see what’s in there?”

“Hailey,” Heather scolded. “Don’t be so nosy.”

John chuckled. “I think you’d rather go on a sleigh ride to the far fields, wouldn’t you? Pops said you can see the Christmas lights as they go on in town.”

“Is that true, Pops?” Hailey asked in excitement, the grandfatherly endearment not going unnoticed by Heather.

The man grinned and promised, “Sure is.”

“Well then, let’s stop talking and get going,” John encouraged.

The shiny black sleigh with red trim and silver bells had two bench seats, one behind the other. Yet both Heather and Hailey decided they wanted to squeeze up front alongside John. He got in first, and Pops helped the ladies in, giving each a woolen blanket for their laps. With a whistle and a slap of the leathers, they were off in a flurry of tinkling bells.

Pops waved and hollered, “Have fun.”

Heather’s heart felt light for the first time since agreeing to come, as they glided through piney woods along a path she never knew existed. The farm was lovely, and John skillfully guided the horse along a babbling stream, its edges crusted with snow and ice. Deer darted across their way in the waning afternoon light. The air was crisp and clean and quiet, aside from the rhythmic beating of hooves, the swishing of the rails, and the jingling bells.

John glanced over at Heather, and she met his gaze and smiled. Warmth flooded her frozen cheeks. He seemed relaxed. Proud and happy to show them his home.

They both chuckled when Hailey began singing “Jingle Bells” at the top of her lungs. To Heather’s amazement, John joined right in. His loud male voice caused the horse to nicker, sending her girl into a fit of giggles.

Before long, they emerged from the forest into a high meadow filled with young trees. As promised, in the distance was Dickens, its soft lights glistening under the magic of the first snowfall.

Hailey was out of the sleigh the second John said it was okay, and she danced between the little trees, claiming this one or that one would be her next year’s pick.

“Hey, you’re gonna clean us out,” John joked, yelling after her. “You should have to work here and plant more trees to make up for it.” He got out and offered Heather his hand, helping her down to the crunchy, frozen ground. “Little does she know it will be six to eight years before these trees are ready.” He continued holding her hand, knotting his fingers with hers as they strolled.

“This is breathtaking, John. Thank you for inviting us.”

For the first time since she’d met him, John looked out of sorts. His jaw worked as if he wanted to say something, yet he didn’t.

“How’s the tree?” he blurted.

“Great. Big,” she admitted with a laugh. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Caught up in the holiday spirit, I suppose. Not to mention Hailey’s newfound love for everything Gridley Meadows Farm.”

“She does appear to have a way with the animals,” he said, making small talk as they ambled along.

“We had to make a special visit to Trim-A-Tree to buy more lights. We still don’t have enough ornaments. Might need to make some. Anything to get Hailey’s mind off missing Snowball. This really helped today, so thank you again. She loves it here. So do I.” Oh God, shut up. Don’t make it sound like you want him to invite you back.

John paused, and he captured both her hands. “I’ve been thinking...I know Hailey said she has homework tonight...but do you want to come for supper on Friday? She can feed the animals again.”

“That’s very kind, but I don’t want—” She bowed her head, searching her heart for the right answer. “You know what? We’d love to come. I don’t know why I just said that. I’ve been so used to saying no to anything outside the norm. Anything for me.”

“I hope you want to come. For you, and not just Hailey.”

His intense stare caused her breath to catch. 

“I enjoy spending time with you, Heather.” He eased closer and moved a hand to gently touch her waist. “It’s a surprise to me, meeting someone like you here in Dickens. But I’m very glad I did.”  

Heather’s heart sped, and her mind whirled. John was thrilling, exciting in new and wonderful ways. She suddenly wanted to press her mouth to his. To swirl their tongues. To have him hold her so tight her feet left the ground and never touched again. Please let him kiss me.

John leaned down, his handsome face mere inches from hers, and she closed her eyes in anticipation.

“It’s getting dark. How are we going to get back?”

They flew apart like guilty teenagers when Hailey spoke right next to them. The sassy girl wore a telling smirk.

John rubbed a hand through his hair. He blew out a ragged breath before answering. “There’s a light for the sleigh.” He looked at Heather and mouthed, “Sorry.”

“It’s still kind of light,” Hailey said. “I can see everything. But can you?”

John stalked back to the sled. “You’d be surprised how reflective the snowpack is. And I’m not that old,” he teased. “It’ll be fine.”

Heather found she couldn’t speak. Her mind was busy lobbing worry bombs in every direction. The entire ride back to the barn, she fretted over whether coming was a mistake. Am I risking my child’s happiness? Will I scar her for life if this doesn’t work out? What if, what if, what if?

They said their goodbyes in front of Pops, who’d moseyed out of the old farmhouse to help with the horse and tack.

“Is John coming to the tree lighting on Saturday?” Hailey asked.

Heather tensed. “I was just about to speak with him.”

Without further comment, Hailey hurried off to watch Pops guide the giant mare into the barn.

Air hissed through Heather’s teeth. She looked up to find John studying her.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

She looked away, too embarrassed to share all she was feeling.

“Yes and no.” She turned back to him. “I’m a worrier. You’ll learn that after a few more minutes alone with me. This is hard. I haven’t...I just don’t know how...”

John came close and tenderly touched her arm. “You have a lot to protect, Heather. I don’t blame you for being cautious with your life and your daughter’s.”

She looked to where Pops was instructing her girl on how to hang tack. The two stood close, silhouetted by the light spilling from the barn.

“I won’t get in your way,” John murmured. “If you want me to back off, just say the word. But if you don’t...If you want to see where this thing can go between us, just know I do too.”

Heather didn’t trust her voice to express all the powerful emotions she was feeling. Instead, she grabbed a handful of John’s sweater, and she dragged him down for a quick peck on the lips. 

She sprinted away to gather up her kid and flee to the safety of home.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 6
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Laughter filled the big kitchen of the old farmhouse on Friday night. Pizza and chips were on the menu, followed by Heather’s best loaded brownies.

“These are good, but can we make Christmas cookies soon?” Hailey mumbled with a bulging mouthful of gooey chocolate.

“Of course. It’s a tradition,” Heather agreed.

Pops spoke up. “Tradition around here always meant Swedish Snowball Cookies. The wife’s favorite.”

“Snowball Cookies?” Hailey cried.

“What’d I say?” Pops fretted, his befuddled gaze flipping between the two other adults.

“Nothing,” John reassured him. “Hailey recently lost her cat named Snowball.”

Pops made a sad face. “Sorry, little lady. That is sad news. We’re always losing our barn cats. Sometimes they come back. Turn up a month or so later. Maybe yours will too.”

“We’ve searched everywhere,” Heather explained. “Checked all the shelters, put up posters in town, but there’s been no sign of her. It’s like she just disappeared.”

Everyone was quiet for a few moments, but the older man wouldn’t let it drop. “Well, the way I see it, you have an ex-military man, sittin’ right here at this table. My Johnny Boy is a darn good fixer. Been on plenty of tough missions. Maybe he can help?”

“Happy to assist, but what do you have in mind?” John asked him.

“We’ve got another busy day here tomorrow, and more after that. Place will be packed. Why not get the word out?”

“What, like hand out flyers? That’s a great idea, Pops.” John’s face lit up. “Let’s have Wendy put it on the website, too.”

Hailey brightened. “Do you think it will work?”

John grabbed a pad and pen and began making a list. “I don’t know, but we can try.”

The girl leaned over his tattooed arm to read his writing. “Operation Snowball? What’s that, like a mission? As if we’re soldiers?”

“Aren’t we?” John asked her. “Pops said it. Let’s treat this like a full-on operation. Search and rescue of one fluffy white feline.” He gave a little chuckle. “If we all pitch in, we have a better shot at finding her.” He looked at Heather. “Can you design more posters? Better yet, some page-sized flyers? Email me the files, and Wendy and I can print them tomorrow morning before we open.”

“Sure thing,” she chimed in, feeling hopeful and a bit overwhelmed by how sweet these two men were, looking after her daughter.

“Now what’d you write?” Hailey asked, obviously enthralled by the concept.

“I added names of people we can ask to help. Brian, because he’ll be all over trying to find a missing pet. Any pet, but especially yours. He can share with the others that come from the university. Most of them are locals. Ned Parker, our field foreman, he’s another. He’s got five daughters, and he lives here in Dickens.”

“I go to school with two of them,” Hailey confirmed. “What about my teacher, Mrs. Ellis?”

John gave her an encouraging smile. “Now you’re catching on. Good soldiering.”

Hailey jumped to her feet, and she threw her arms around John’s thick neck, hugging him till he pretended to choke. “Thank you for Operation Snowball,” she said before kissing his bearded cheek.

Heather watched, stunned as he wound a muscled arm around her girl, and he hugged her back. “You are very welcome, Hailey. I’ll do my best to help you find Snowball.”

Hailey sniffled. “Okay.”

Pops stood with a grumble and a groan, and he cleared his throat. “Well, that’s enough of that for one day. No more frettin’ and worryin’.” He patted Hailey’s auburn-haired head. “How about we go look at old pictures of what Christmases were like in this house long ago?”

“Really? You have pictures?” Hailey livened right up.

“Lots. Even some of this big lug when he was your age.” Pops held out a weathered hand to the attentive child. “Come with me, and we’ll have some laughs at his expense. Let’s start with older ones. When he was missing teeth.”

“Thanks, Pops,” John scoffed. “Way to make a guy feel special. Just for that, you’re feeding Mutton Chops tonight.”

“I’ll feed him,” Hailey hollered from the living room. “He loves me.”

Heather and John laughed at the playful twosome. They were becoming fast friends.

She fiddled with her paper napkin. “That was very sweet of you.”

John looked down at his list and then back to her. His jaw tightened. “I know what it’s like to lose someone. Something, too, in yours and Hailey’s case. You’ve both lost enough. If I can help, I always will. I never want you sad or hurt on my watch.”

Heather reached across the table and took his big hand in her smaller one. His skin was warm, his fingers calloused from hard labor. She stroked his knuckles, and the tension seemed to ease from his face.

Unfathomable grey eyes studied her. “Where did you come from?” he whispered.

She smiled in understanding. “I’ve been right here, waiting in this small town for something. For you. I think.”

John shook his dark head. “Coming home was the best damn thing I ever did.”

Words caught in Heather’s throat. Instead of speaking, she rose from the table and went to stand behind him. Her arms wound around his sturdy neck and smoothed down over his wide shoulders and chest. She pressed her face against his head and breathed in the scent of him. Soap and clean air. Fireplace smoke and pine. Simple and fresh. That was John. A fresh start. A new perspective. Hope?

He released a long breath, relaxing into her embrace. His hands rose to cover hers, and he brought them to his lips for a kiss, one by one. “Heather...I...Can we talk about tomorrow night? I’d like to take you on a real date. Dinner maybe?”

Heather gave a breathless little sigh, thrilled by his invitation. She’d been doing a lot of soul searching since meeting him. John was the only man she’d considered dating. In fact, she could barely get through a day without dreaming about him.

She moved her chair closer to him and sat. “Hailey will be with us until after the tree lighting ceremony. She’s sleeping over at a friend’s house afterwards.” Romantic possibilities swirled through her mind as she contemplated how their night together might progress with her daughter away. “A bunch of girls are building snowmen and caroling with some moms. I was supposed to go. But I’d much rather be with you,” she admitted and gave a little shiver of anticipation.

“A late dinner then?” he murmured. One large arm slid around her waist, and he drew her closer. He nuzzled her face. “We could go to Antonelli’s, out by the lake. I hear it’s nice. God, you smell good. Is that vanilla and...what...spice? Cinnamon, maybe?”

Heather relished John’s warm touch. She longed to crawl into his lap, straddle his thighs, so he could hold her as they kissed. A powerful wave of desire surged through her awakening body. “We could go to Marley’s. It’s an old English pub downtown. They have high-backed booths. It’s cozier. Much more intimate.”

His eyes flared, and he focused on her mouth. “That sounds good. Better than good.”

He smiled—a dazzling, handsome smile—and she nearly moaned when he kissed her neck.

Heather felt emboldened, youthful, and free, after so many long, lonely nights. She craved something real and physical. To feel again. To be desired as a woman. To see where life would take her if she opened her heart to this kind, strong, mountain of a man who literally crashed into her world.

The two in the living room hooted and laughed, and they both groaned, knowing it wasn’t their time. Not yet.

Heather leaned close and pressed a soft kiss to John’s mouth. He snagged her chin and kissed her quickly again. Then once more with just a hint of his tongue.

“Until tomorrow then?” she whispered, her body thrumming with anticipation.

“Woman,” he growled. “You’re gonna be the death of me. I can’t wait to get you alone.”

***
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“RIGHT ON CUE, DICKENS has given us a beautiful fresh snowfall for the tree lighting.” Heather gazed out the frosty apartment windows. “Be sure to wear your boots and take your warmest gloves tonight. It’s going to be cold for the ceremony, not to mention the snowman building contest and carolling. And don’t forget your special Santa hat.”

“Got it,” Hailey said.

“Did you pack your toothbrush, slippers, and robe along with your Christmas pajamas?”

“Yup.” The girl dragged her overnight bag over to the couch and unzipped it to add a stuffed animal. Mr. Tinsel followed, close behind, as was his habit now. He jumped right into her bag. The once grimy grey cat was clean, having been through a thorough checkup and bath at the vet’s office.

“It’s only for one night, Mr. Tinsel. Mom will take good care of you until I come home.” She kissed his fuzzy head and extracted him from the suitcase. The cat meowed in protest, doing zigzag rubs along Hailey’s legs.

Heather joined them on the couch to wait for John. Mr. Tinsel seized the opportunity to jump up onto her lap, hoping she’d be more sympathetic to his constant need for attention. “Oh no you don’t,” she warned as she attempted to fend off the persistent cat. “I’ve already cleaned your fur off these leggings. Twice.” She grinned when Mr. Tinsel wouldn’t be denied his pets.

“Oh, Mom, wow,” Hailey exclaimed when she finally gave her mother the once-over. “You look beautiful. I love your green sweater. Sooo pretty. And you’re wearing makeup.”

“Thanks, sweetie. It’s been a long time since I dressed up. It feels good.”

“I bet John will think you look pretty, too. He says nice things about you all the time.”

Heather arched one brow. “Oh really, and how do you know that?”

Hailey shrugged. “Pops told me. He said John is...What was the word he used? Smidgen with you?”

“Smitten?”

“That’s it.”

Warmth flooded Heather’s cheeks at the thought of John talking about her with his father. Truth was, she was “smidgen” with him, too.

The old Victorian twist bell rang downstairs, and she smiled. “There’s the man now.”

Heather forced herself to take deep breaths, to calm her nerves as she descended the staircase to the outer doorway. Excitement zipped through her as she watched John get his first glimpse of her through the window. Tight black leggings, tall boots, and the new green sweater. She’d shopped special for tonight.

“You look absolutely amazing,” he said in that deep husky voice that made her entire body tingle. His arms were filled with a bag and flowers.

“Thank you.” She beamed up at him. “What’s all this?”

“Just a few things for my two favorite ladies.”

Heather led the way up the staircase. Her lips tipped into a cheeky grin when he cleared his throat a couple of times and said, “Really nice...um...outfit. What are you trying to do to me?” Then cleared his throat again.

“Oh, do you like it?” she said, feigning innocence.

“John, John, look at Mr. Tinsel,” Hailey cried when he entered the living room. “Doesn’t he look better?”

John grinned. “He does, like a real spoiled housecat. This is for you.” He handed off a small wrapped box.

“What is it?”

“Open it. A little pre-holiday gift. There’s one for your mom, too.” He handed Heather a similar pretty box.

Together the ladies opened them and oohed and aahed in unison.

“It’s a glass ornament,” Heather said, feeling sentimental. “Stacked books, and it says, ‘Writer’s Life.’ How adorable. And appropriate.” She met his stare and admitted, “I’ve been inspired to write more.”

“Mine is a star that says, ‘Make a Wish,’” Hailey chimed in.

“They’re from Trim-A-Tree down the street,” John explained. “The proprietor looks like Mrs. Claus, and she seemed to know just what I needed. I figured these would help with your decoration dilemma.”

Both ladies hung their ornaments on the big Christmas tree, and Hailey paused to close her eyes, presumably to make a wish.

“What did you wish for?” John asked.

“I can’t tell you. It won’t come true if I do.”

He made a zipped-lip gesture and she giggled.

“Are we ready to go?” Heather asked. “Leave your stuff, Hailey. We’ll get it before you go off with your friends after the tree lighting.”

“Got it.”

“Wait,” she cried when they were halfway out the door. “You forgot your Santa hat.”

A few minutes later, they were strolling on the busy Common with all the other cheerful attendees. A mix of both locals and visitors came to the popular Dickens event. Holiday music played as people laughed and talked. The cold air was filled with the scents of festival food, like fried dough and popcorn.

“Oh, that smells good. I’m ravenous,” Heather admitted with a hand to her belly.

John met her gaze and grinned, and her stomach did a little anxious flip flop. He was stunningly good-looking tonight. His dark hair and beard, well trimmed. Jeans and a three-quarter-length grey woollen coat along with his signature black scarf. His hungry stare locked with hers, and she could feel the rugged desire rolling off him.

Together they found a spot near a lamppost to wait for the big event. Hailey joined a friend nearby while John and Heather stood on their own.

Heather pointed to the missing cat sign they’d posted the week before. “Hailey is happy tonight. I’m relieved. I know she was expecting a call all day, someone saying they’d already found Snowball.”

“We handed out all the flyers but nothing yet. Wendy is printing more. It’s only been one day though. We won’t give up.”

“I know. And Hailey knows that, too. You’ve given her real hope again.”

His gaze fell to the snowy ground when he asked, “Was she okay with you bailing because of me?”

Heather shook her head. “It’s not because of you. I want to go to dinner. To be honest, she seems fine with it. I think going alone makes her feel more grown up. We’ve done everything together for the past five years.”

“I was concerned about it,” he admitted. “I don’t want her to feel left out.”

“We had a heart-to-heart. She’s afraid I won’t want to do things with her, but I assured her that’s not the case.”

“That’ll never happen. Not on my watch. I would never get in the way of your relationship with you daughter.” He gave a humorless laugh. “God knows I have experience with strained parental relationships.”

“Your dad. I’ve heard. Nothing is off limits in this town’s gossip mill.”

“Yeah...well. Bet you haven’t heard that things are surprisingly good between us now. Maybe me and the old man have both mellowed with age. Or perhaps we’ve just grown closer, pushing through this crisis together. It was rough after my mother died. He walled himself up. I left. Two stubborn-ass men being stupid.”

She touched his arm in understanding.

“Cold?” he murmured against her head when he pulled her back to lean against his chest. Strong arms encircled her.

She twisted slightly to look up at him. “Never around you,” she whispered, adding a sexy little grin. “I’m glad to be here with you. And that our night is just getting started.”

“Heather Murphy? Is that you?”

“Oh no, not again,” she moaned.

“I hardly recognize you. You look so...happy.”

“Hello, Courtney.” Heather stepped away from John to face the most irritating woman in Dickens.

“My, my if you two don’t look all toasty warm and...cozy. And in public, too.” The woman gave John a thorough dressing down with her eyes. Then she plastered on a bogus smile. “I see you’ve moved on from your tragedy, Heather. Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

Heather instantly wanted to wring the prying woman’s neck. “John Gridley, this is Courtney Cole, a friend of my late husband’s parents.”

Courtney gave a little chuckle as phony as her smile, the sound grating on Heather’s last nerve.

Heather stifled a groan. “Courtney told me about Dickens.”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk...so sad. Of course, I felt it my solemn duty to help a poor grieving widow and her distraught child. I’ll never forget how you cried and cried. Broke my heart. Thank goodness David was such a devoted husband. Ensuring your safety with—from what I heard—was a very generous life insurance policy. I can’t imagine what would have happened to you otherwise.” The woman’s toxic stare landed on John again. “All sorts of trouble can befall an unprotected woman.”

John remained silent, taking it all in. Though he looked as if he’d swallowed a handful of nails. With a flaming gasoline chaser.

“Everyone loves Dickens. I knew it was perfect for you when you said you wanted to live somewhere that truly embraced the holiday season. David’s parents were understandably upset when you wanted to move away. However, I assured them I’d be right here in case you need me. I’ll be sure to tell them I ran into you and your...um...friend.”

“You do that,” Heather replied coolly. She released a ragged sigh of relief when the woman said, “ta-ta” and strolled off to spread her joy elsewhere. When she turned back to John there was no trace of emotion on his face. No curiosity. Definitely none of the happiness from before.

“It’s a long story. My husband’s family is completely overbearing,” she told him. She captured his hand and held it, wishing the closeness they’d been sharing would return. Dammit, Courtney.

John’s jaw worked as if he was chewing those nails. “It’s none of my business.”

“Yes, it is,” she disagreed. “I—”

The lights around them blinked on and off, signalling the start of the ceremony and the end to any chance of conversation.

Hailey rushed up, crashing into both their arms. “It’s time.” She wormed her way between the two of them and happily looped arms.

John’s eyes connected with Heather’s over the girl’s Santa hat.

Heather whispered. “Can we talk about it later?”

He merely nodded his dark head before focusing on the show.
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Chapter 7
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“Have you ever seen anything so pretty?” Hailey asked John when the tree lighting ceremony was over.

He glanced over at Heather’s profile as they walked together back to the apartment to retrieve Hailey’s stuff.

Worry mixed with irritation. Same as me.

“Oh please, that was not Santa or Mrs. Claus,” the snarky tween continued, unaware of what transpired with the awful Courtney Cole. “Not that I still believe in any of that kid stuff. My friend said they were actually our teacher’s parents. Although Mrs. Ellis denied everything when we asked her. Where are you going after I leave, anyway?” Hailey’s brain switched topics faster than a game show host.

“To dinner,” Heather replied in a tense tone.

“I wish I could go. But we’re having pizza, ice cream, and cookies. Plus, there’s cocoa at the snowman building competition.”

“Don’t have too many sweets,” her mother warned. “You won’t sleep.”

“Are you planning to have dessert with my mother?” the curious girl cross-examined John. “She made you a chocolate pudding pie. With real whipped cream. That’s saved for special occasions. How long do you plan to stay out with her tonight?”

John fought the urge to cut and run. He’d known easier drill sergeants.

During the entire ceremony, he’d been questioning his sanity for getting his hopes up about Heather, considering Courtney Cole so blatantly disapproved of them together. He knew how some in town painted him, a bad seed, a drifter. Whereas Heather was the darling widow. A town treasure to be protected. There’d been countless curious stares already tonight. And now Hailey was grilling him.

John opted to play it cool. “Don’t know. Depends how long our dinner lasts.”

“You should try Mom’s pie, it’s really good. It was my dad’s favorite.”

Heather opened the door like an angry jailer about to throw away the key. “Hailey, go upstairs and get your things. And don’t let Mr. Tinsel follow you back down.”

The girl sprinted up the staircase without another word, her boots pounding the steps, accentuating the tension swirling around them.

“We need to talk,” Heather told him.

“Yes, we do.”

***
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, they were waiting in a packed lobby for their reservation at Marley’s Olde English Pub. Several patrons had already said hello to Heather and given John the stink eye.

John’s jaw tightened to the point of actual pain. He glanced down at Heather when she jostled against him as a large party shuffled through. “So, you made me a pie?” he said out of the blue.

A sympathetic smile eased the anxious lines on her face. “I did. But I don’t want you to get the wrong idea because of what Hailey said. My husband liked my cheesecake recipe too, but that’s not what’s important.” She took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I wasn’t thinking about David when I decided to bake today. I was thinking only of you. I wanted to do something nice for you. Something special for our first real date.”

His frozen heart thawed a few degrees with the sincerity of her words and the concern for him in her beautiful hazel eyes. “I don’t give a damn if you have money, or you don’t. If you’ve been married, or you’ve never dated anyone in your life,” he swore. “Okay...that would be weird. I mean...look at you. But that woman acted like I targeted you for insurance money.”

Heather smirked. “Wow. Imagine if she knew how you murdered my coffee?”

John stared for a second and then shook his head. He reluctantly smiled. “Yeah, and I forced your kid to feed my smelly sheep.”

They laughed together, so hard others began to stare.

Heather turned serious again. “Do you have any idea how hard this is for me, balancing my past with the hope of a future? Honoring that which was, while longing to see where this could go between us? I told you, I’m a worrier. I worry about Hailey; I worry about you. I never want you to live with the ghosts of my past.”

“Do you worry about what people in this small-minded town think and say?” he grumbled. “The resident widow, dating the wanderer that just rolled back into town? What if he doesn’t stay?”

Heather pressed against him, and she slid her arms around his waist, despite anyone who might see. Her hands slipped into his jean pockets beneath his long coat, and she squeezed.

John’s eyes widened at the intimacy of her touch.

“But what if he does stay?” she asked in a low tone meant only for his ears. “What if the drifter were to decide to remain in Dickens to get to know the resident widow better? Much better, in fact? What if they both said, ‘screw it’ to what anyone else thinks, and they just let this night happen between them?”

“Is that what you want?”

“Yes,” she said in a sure voice. “More than anything.”

John closed his eyes, and he touched his forehead to hers. “I’m going out on a limb here, but I have to say it. I want to take you home, Heather. To be alone with you. I can’t stand being this close and not touching you. I feel...I want...” He swallowed hard.

“I know,” she whispered. “Let’s get out of here.”

He tipped his head to one side and paused.

“That’s an order, soldier,” she said, squaring her stubborn jaw. 

They hurried from the crowded restaurant together—hand in hand and laughing—sprinting down a busy, snowy Main Street the short distance to the entrance of her building.

Heather’s hands trembled as she attempted to unlock the door.

“Let me,” John said, his hands steady as he fit the key into the lock.

Before he could turn the knob, Heather grabbed his scarf and pulled him down for a long passionate kiss. John left the keys dangling in the lock, as his arms gripped her and held tight. He hauled her straight off the ground and pressed her back to the door as their kiss deepened.

“We’re making another public display of affection,” he teased when they came up for air.

She grinned. “Then I guess we’d better get off the street before these coats come off. Courtney will call the cops.”

With that, he set her down and whipped open the door. They hurried up the staircase, and he opened the door leading to her kitchen.

Heather shrugged out of her winter coat and tossed it to a chair. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not interested in food anymore.”

John groaned and did the same thing with his coat. He took hold of Heather, and in one swift motion, swept her up into his arms, and carried her into the living room. Mr. Tinsel meowed and wound his way around his legs when he set Heather down on the couch. “Not now, buddy. Go do cat things somewhere else.”

“He’s relentless. I’m going to put him down in Hailey’s bedroom.”

“Okay, but hurry.”

Heather gave him a sexy grin. “Why don’t you open the bottle of champagne I bought to go with the pie.”

“Champagne. Roger that,” he said as they went their separate ways.

***
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HEATHER SET THE NOISY cat on the bed and gave him a few treats from the canister on Hailey’s nightstand. She turned to leave but caught sight of herself in the vanity mirror. Tousled hair, lips red from kissing. She touched them in disbelief.

Over five years since I’ve been intimate with a man.

A powerful case of nerves rattled her.

John was physically nothing like David, yet she was wildly attracted to him. Could they really make this thing work? Her heart admitted she longed to try, despite all the roadblocks to their evening thus far.

True, they weren’t carefree young people anymore. Relationships, in their mid-thirties age-range, meant extra work. There was water under every bridge and more baggage than at Logan Airport. Success required patience and understanding, and—

She stopped, knowing John proved himself patient and understanding, more so than her. Somehow, she knew she was in good hands tonight with her gentle giant of a man.

Heather smoothed her hair and clothes, attempting to look calm as she made her way back to the living room. Yet inside, her butterflies were having a dance party.

John was waiting on the couch, holding two glasses. He fidgeted, looking uncharacteristically anxious. “I poured. I remembered where you kept the glasses. And I turned on the tree. Hope you don’t mind.”

She sat beside him and accepted the glass he offered. “Of course, I don’t mind. I love this tree. It brought us together. The other night I just sat here, alone in the dark, marveling at its beauty.” She reached over and snapped off the side lamp. Colored lights bathed the room in a romantic glow.

“You don’t need to sit here in the dark alone tonight,” he pointed out the obvious. “I’m glad you asked me back.” He shook his dark head and chuckled. “I thought this night was done. No survivors after storm Courtney blew through.”

They sipped their champagne, both staring straight forward at the tree.

“John,” Heather began, “I’m super nervous right now.”

He reached out and tenderly cupped her cheek. “Me too.”

“Who’s in charge of this mission?” she asked before taking another swig of champagne.

John took the glass from her and set it aside. He kissed her palm and then nipped her knuckle. She gasped, and he murmured, “Happy to serve, ma’am.”

***
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SOFT MORNING LIGHT filtered in through Heather’s window shades, and she sighed, feeling blissful, warm, and content. Oh so content. She’d had the most amazing night, making love multiple times with John. She recalled some of their intimate moments. His large hands, cupping her bare breasts. His mouth on her most sensitive skin.

Her body responded instantly to the sensual memories. Heat, flooding places that were sore but in all the most delightful ways.

A rooster crowed, and John stirred beside her, grumbling, “Who the hell keeps chickens in downtown Dickens?”

Heather sniggered and snuggled closer to him. A heavy arm wound around her waist. Her fingertips traced the intricate designs on his skin. Totally over any aversion to his tattoos, she now considered them undeniably sexy on John’s muscular body.

She closed her eyes, remembering the feel of his weight settling over her. He was agile and beyond strong. Yet oh so gentle when he wanted to be.

They’d even eaten her pie in bed with the last of the champagne. Plus, the left-over whipped cream.

A shiver of delight raced through her at the memory of what they’d done with that sweet delight.

John tipped her chin, his gaze locking with hers. “You are gorgeous in the morning.”

“Yeah, right.” She scoffed and attempted to smooth her snarled hair.

“I mean it. I’ve never been so happy to wake up and see someone.” He rolled over and pressed her down into the soft bed coverings, all tangled and askew.

Heather moaned and squirmed beneath him, her fingernails digging into his shoulders.

The rooster crowed again, and his dark head shot up. “What time is it?”

“I don’ know,” she slurred, feeling love drunk from his touch.

He rolled off her, rising to stand nude, like a glorious Greek god. He checked his phone. “Damn, it’s almost six. We slept in. I’ve gotta get to work.”

Heather struggled to a sitting position, and she winced.

A wicked grin flashed across his face. “Sore?”

“You know I am. We barely slept. And since when is six ‘sleeping in?’”

“I live on a farm, remember? Besides, who needs sleep after last night?” He dropped a quick kiss on the top of her head before searching the room for his clothes. “Remind me of that later when I’m cutting and lugging trees until three.”

“I’m going to miss you,” she admitted, surprised by how true the statement was.

John stopped what he was doing to just look at her. “Come and see me later. We could do Sunday dinner. I know Pops wouldn’t mind. He told me how much he enjoys having you and Hailey visit.”

“I’m so glad. Glad for this. Glad for you, reconciling with your father.”

“Me too,” he murmured, his features softening, his grey eyes warming as they looked only at her.

“Go,” she waved him away. “I’ll call you later when Hailey gets home.”

“You’d better,” he warned with a heart-stopping smile. “You’ve got my hopes up that I’ll get to see you again today.”
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Chapter 8
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Hailey didn’t return until noon. In the meantime, Heather worked in the bookstore, using breaks between customers to write her book.

Her fingers flew across the laptop’s keyboard, pouring out all the emotions she couldn’t quite wrap her brain around otherwise. She wasn’t ready to admit it yet, but she was in serious danger of falling head-over-heels in love with John Gridley.

Oh, who am I kidding? It was love at first sight.

After unpacking, Hailey shuffled into the store, looking like a zombie kid. She yawned as she deposited her shadow, Mr. Tinsel, into an overstuffed chair by the warm fireplace. He settled in and began bathing himself, like the spoiled housecat he’d become.

“Would you like to go to the farm this afternoon? John invited us,” Heather said with a ready smile.

“Really?” Hailey brightened instantly. Then her smile drooped, and she chewed her bottom lip. “I don’t know.”

“What’s this? My daughter doesn’t want to feed a smelly old sheep? I don’t know what to say about this,” Heather teased.

“Yeah...well...some people have lots to say,” the girl griped with a frown.

“Like whom?”

“Like the moms, sitting in the kitchen last night, drinking wine.”

Heather’s stomach clenched. “Oh?”

“I was headed to the bathroom when I heard them talking about you and John. Someone called him ‘hot,’ and they all laughed and agreed. Another said she ‘didn’t blame you one bit for missing the caroling.’ That you were probably ‘getting busy with him.’ Whatever that means.”

“Oh, Hailey, I’m so sorry you were exposed to gossip because of me.”

The girl shrugged. “They didn’t know I heard them, but it made me feel bad. I don’t like them talking about you. Or John. They don’t even know him.”

“I don’t like it either. It’s not nice to gossip or talk behind someone’s back.”

Hailey got a thoughtful look on her face. “You know what?”

“What?”

“They kinda sounded jealous of you. Like when I told the other girls that I got to feed the big horses and take the mare into the barn after our sleigh ride.”

“You shouldn’t brag, Hailey.”

“I wasn’t. I was telling them the truth about how much fun it was, and that John and Pops are so nice, helping with Operation Snowball.” She paused. “All the girls say you’re dating John, and that he could be my father someday.”

Heather released the breath she’d been holding. She came around the counter and hugged her dear, sweet child. “I love you, Hailey, with all my heart. Nothing, and no one, will ever change that. And no one will ever replace your father. But John and I are dating. We decided last night. I wanted to tell you first, not to have you hear it through town gossip. However, now I’m concerned. How do you feel about us being together?”

“I think...” Hailey looked at her feet before turning back to Heather. “I think it’s a good thing. There’s a lot of room in our family. It’s only been you and me for as long as I can remember. But look at Mr. Tinsel. He’s new, and I love him.” She paused to rub her sleepy eyes. “Do you love John?”

“I might,” Heather admitted to her daughter and herself. “I believe so. But I also think it would be wise to see if we’re a good fit together. To get to know each other better. For you to know John better, too. Would that be okay?”

The girl smiled. “Can we start by going to the farm today?”

“Absolutely.”

***
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HEATHER PARKED BEHIND the red barn before three o’clock. She’d closed the shop early, telling Hailey it was because things were slow. The real reason was her brain and heart were fried from worrying. News of the rumor mill around the kitchen table made her angry. Yet, this was Dickens, a small town where everyone knew everyone else’s business.

Hailey rushed ahead when she saw one of her friends from last night, declaring she was off to introduce the girl to the now infamous Mutton Chops.

Heather laughed. Of all the animals to cozy up to.

The mother of the girl was there, looking at wreaths, when she rounded the corner into the busy farmyard.

“Heather. Hi,” she exclaimed upon spying her. “We missed you last night.”

I bet you did.

Heather worked to maintain a pleasant smile when saying, “Thanks. But it sounds like you had fun without me.”

Together they watched their girls, petting animals through the fence.

“How was your evening out?” the prying one leaned closer to whisper. “I saw you at the tree lighting ceremony. You and John Gridley looked very...well...happy together.”

That’s it! In her head, at that very moment, Heather decided. Enough is enough.

She stood tall and beamed at the other woman. “I had the best time. Have you met John? He’s so wonderful. Such a good man.”

The self-righteous expression withered on the other woman’s face. “No. I haven’t had the pleasure.”

“Well, it’s high time you did. He’s back from his travels, living here in Dickens for the foreseeable future. An honorably discharged veteran of the United States Army. He’s helping his father with the farm now. If you hadn’t heard.”

“You don’t say?”

Heather continued, smiling until her cheeks hurt. “I’m sure he’s around here somewhere. I’ll introduce you. He asked Hailey and I to join him for Sunday dinner. So thoughtful. He knows how much she loves all the animals.”

“Nice.” The woman looked like she’d stepped into a pile of something ripe.

“Well, I’d better go,” Heather told her. “You have a lovely day. I know I will.” She strolled away, fighting the urge to outright laugh at the deadpan expression on the woman’s face. No doubt, in less than one hour, this latest news—a more accurate portrayal of John—would be circulating around town.

Heather found Pops, helping someone with a precut tree.

“There’s the pretty lady now,” he said when she approached. “I was just telling my old friend about you and your sweet girl.”

“Aww...that’s so nice.” She exchanged greetings before asking, “Have you seen John?”

“Just did. He went back to the storage barn for more twine.”

“Okay. I’ll find him.”

She had to admit, as she strolled through a sea of happy holiday shoppers, that life in a small town wasn’t an entirely bad thing. Despite the challenges it sometimes posed, Dickens was charming. It was home. Even more so now as the possibility of a bright future, filled with loving John, lay before her.

Heather felt content as she headed for the back barn.

The big door suddenly burst open, and John ran smack into her, catching her before she tumbled to the snowy ground.

“S...S...Snowball,” he stuttered.

“What?” she exclaimed. “And what’s with you and doors?”

“I think I found Snowball,” he uttered in obvious disbelief.

“No way.”

“Yes way.” He grabbed her elbow and dragged her into the dimly lit space stacked high with crates and sacks. He rushed her to a far corner, slammed to a stop, and pointed.

Heather squinted in the shifting light until her eyes widened.

There, nestled in a bed of old horse blankets and hay, lay Snowball. And her four kittens!

“Oh my God, John,” she cried. “You did find her. Hailey. We have to find her.”

A few minutes later, they led the confused girl to the same space. Heather covered her eyes as John guided her by one hand.

“What is it?” Hailey fretted.

Heather removed her hands.

Hailey burst into happy tears, and she rushed forward, crying, “You found Snowball!”

***
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JOHN’S HEART FILLED with joy at the idyllic scene before him on the afternoon of Christmas Day. Heather and Hailey, sitting beside his Christmas tree in the farmhouse parlor alongside his father. A fire crackled in the fireplace, a roasting turkey filled the entire house with its delicious scent, and his favorite ladies fussed over Snowball and her four wee kittens. One snowy white, one smoky grey, and two others a hodgepodge of both colors.

Rumor had it, old Mr. Tinsel was more than just Snowball’s “best friend.”

“Do you really think he’s the daddy cat?” Hailey asked Pops.

The old man grumbled and groaned, looking embarrassed. “Well...” He coughed. “Let’s just say there’s a real good chance. Can’t believe your Snowball is one of our missing barn cats. Mr. Tinsel, too. They’ve got quite the circuit, working their way to town and back again. No wonder she decided to have her kittens here. It’s familiar. It’s home. At least one of their homes.”

Hailey went to lean against Pops where he sat in his favorite easy chair. “We can keep them though, right? They’re our cats now, aren’t they?”

The old man’s arm wound around the girl, and he hugged her. “I’d never take away your pets, Hailey. You’re a good cat mama. They’re lucky to have you.”

“Pops offered to help with all the kittens, Hailey,” Heather told her. “And he said you can come any time you want to play with them after they’re old enough to be grown-up barn cats.”

“We’ll all take care of them together, right? I know we can’t keep that many cats in our apartment,” the wise girl proclaimed. “I’m just happy they’ll have a good home, and we can still sort of keep them.”

Heather rose and ambled over to John. “I need to check on dinner. Wanna help me?” She wore a secretive sexy smile for his eyes only.

Once they were in the kitchen, John eased the door closed and went to her. His arms wound around her waist to pull her close. “I’m happy,” he admitted. “Are you happy?”

“So happy,” she replied with a breathless little sigh before he sealed his lips to hers in a deep kiss.

“Thank you for Operation Snowball, even if we didn’t need to do an all-out search and rescue. You helped my little girl—and me—to believe that Christmas wishes can come true.”

John smiled. “My Christmas wishes came true as well.”

“You made wishes?” she asked in a doubtful tone.

“I did.”

“Well, are you going to tell me?”

“Only if you’ll kiss me again.”

Heather eagerly obliged.

“Hey...what are you doing for New Years?” His brain jumped tracks, and he groaned when she snuggled his neck and nipped his ear.

“I don’t know. Staying home. Like I always do.”

“Oh,” he grunted in disappointment.

“Hailey has another sleepover,” she revealed in a nonchalant tone. Then Heather gave him a saucy smile, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Wanna come over and eat pie with me?”

John growled as he tipped her chin to kiss her again. “I can’t wait.”

The End
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A Note from The Author
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Thank you for reading Operation Snowball! I hope you enjoy the small town of Dickens as much as I do.

Christmas has always been a magical time for me, filled with hope and childlike wonder. And just like the characters in this book, my holidays growing up began with the search for “the perfect Christmas tree.” So, it wasn’t hard for me to imagine a sweet love story set among the snowy fields and lush, fragrant pines of a New England Christmas tree farm.

Is there more to my story? There is, and I hope you’ll join me back in Dickens soon.

Until then...I wish you peace, love, and joy. Always. ~ Kathryn
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IF YOU ENJOYED THIS story, please tell your friends, and consider leaving a review. It only takes a few moments to share your thoughts on what you like most about Operation Snowball.

Visit me online for fun shares and news on what’s coming next. You can always stop by my Website or Facebook. I’d love to hear from you!

Coming Soon from Kathryn Hills!

Gavel and Garland

A Dickens Holiday Romance

Can a humbug and a holiday lover come together when wedding and Christmas bells ring?

Elizabeth McKenzie doesn’t hate Christmas. As the new mayor of Dickens, the quaint New England town famous for its holiday cheer, she has no time to enjoy it. And while she understands small-town politics, what she doesn’t get is people sugar coating problems during the hectic season. There’s much to be done, and she intends to prove she’s up to the task. However, she never imagined being blindsided by someone special. The Army officer in town for the wedding she’s officiating is annoyingly upbeat and handsome. Will he derail her agenda? Or can she slow down enough to smell the gingerbread and maybe meet him under the mistletoe?

Trekking around the globe to help animals and people is all Army veterinarian Daniel Murray knows. He’s not a fan of settling down, but there’s something wonderful about a place that embraces his favorite holiday. What’s even more appealing is Dickens’ feisty young mayor. Seems she has a knack for finding trouble. Dare he get involved with the beautiful humbug? Or should he avoid her like a stocking full of coal? It’s decision time for the self-proclaimed bachelor for life. Stay in the military, or open a vet practice right there in Christmas town?

Find Gavel and Garland at your favorite digital bookstore!

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Romance Novels by Kathryn Hills
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Time Travel/Fantasy Romance

Haunting Highland House – A Time Traveler’s Journey, Book 1

Hellfire and Handbaskets – A Time Traveler’s Journey, Book 2

Contemporary Romance

Secondhand Hearts – A Last Chance Beach Novella

Sand, Salt, and Spirits – Last Chance Beach Romance

Operation Snowball – A Dickens Holiday Novella

Gavel and Garland – A Dickens Holiday Romance

Paranormal Romance

Ghosts of New England: Skullery Bay – Cast to the Wind and Waves
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About Kathryn Hills
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The rich history and many mysteries of New England are the perfect backdrop for many of KATHRYN’s books. Winding roads lined by old stone walls, forgotten cemeteries, grand homes with shadowy pasts... All sparks for her imagination. Whether it’s a quaint seaside town or the vibrant city of Boston, it’s easy for this “hauntingly romantic” author to envision the past mingling with the present. No surprise, some of Kathryn’s favorite stories include ghosts. Sprinkle in some magic, and you’re off on a great adventure!

When not writing, this best-selling author is reading, researching, gardening, or cooking up something special in her chaotic kitchen. She shares her colonial home in the north woods with those she loves most – her wonderful husband, daughter, and three crazy dogs.

Find Kathryn Hills Online

Website * Facebook

Twitter * BookBub



New to Dickens in 2021!
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The Last Christmas at Holly Hill Inn

Maddie James

Can a couple on the verge of divorce find romance again during their last Christmas holiday at Holly Hill Inn?

October 26, 2021

Fixing Christmas

Peggy Jaeger

Can Dickens' Mr. Fixit repair a broken heart in time to celebrate Christmas?

November 9, 2021

Holly Berries and Hockey Pucks

Lucinda Race

Score One for Love in Dickens

November 16, 2021

The Rumball Rumba

Bonnie Edwards

Will a Christmas baby drive them apart or bring them together?

November 23, 2021

Gavel and Garland

Kathryn Hills

Can a humbug and a holiday lover come together when wedding and Christmas bells ring?

November 30, 2021

Check out Holly Berries and Hockey Pucks

A Dickens Holiday Romance by Lucinda Race

JILLIAN MORGAN, SINGLE mom and flower shop owner, once had a promising career as a women’s hockey player. But life gave her a slap shot to the heart; she left the ice and now has a precocious six-year-old daughter who loves hockey as much as she did. Jillian’s focus is her daughter and the busy upcoming holiday season in the small town of Dickens. Then a newcomer stops in for flowers. He might be good looking—no, great looking—but Jillian doesn’t need a complication of the male variety.  

Brett Parsons hasn’t held a hockey stick in ten years, not since an injury ended his dreams of being an NHL star. He’s moved to Dickens to help his newly widowed mother. With a recently broken engagement, and still unpacking, he doesn’t have any interest in dating. But he might make an exception for the pretty blue-eyed florist. 

Brett’s delighted when he takes a job coaching the local youth hockey group and find’s Jillian’s daughter on his team. Jillian’s not the average hockey mom, and Brett’s looking forward to discovering her secrets. In spite of the attraction, Jillian’s wary. It’s easier to stay single than to have her heart and her daughter’s broken again. But both of them know life rarely turns out as planned. In a town that cherishes Christmas, hockey pucks and holly berries might just lead to kisses under the mistletoe.

Find Holly Berries and Hockey Pucks at your favorite digital bookstore!

Also part of Dickens Holiday Romance
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Making Christmas ~ A Dickens Holiday Prequel

Millie’s Awesome Christmas Miracle ~ A Dickens Holiday Novella

Nancy Fraser

Santa Baby ~ A Dickens Holiday Prequel

Peggy Jaeger

Home for Christmas ~ A Dickens Holiday Prequel

Miracle at Holly Hill Inn ~ A Dickens Holiday Novella

Maddie James

Holiday Heart Wishes ~ A Dickens Holiday Novella

Lucinda Race

Tinsel Tango ~ A Dickens Holiday Novella

Bonnie Edwards
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