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        A bookish witch struggling to tame her magic.

        A single father fighting to keep his business afloat.

      

      

      

      They say opposites attract, but there have never been two more opposite people than Stone Schneider and me. Stone, the brawny owner of the Chancellor Brewery and Biergarten, is my definition of nemesis. His noisy pub is a constant source of irritation. Where my bookshop brings beauty and stories to the world, Stone brings a Friday-night cover band.

      

      Even though Stone has the most adorable, bookish child on the planet, that handsome tapster and I cannot find a way to get along. If Stone could stop being annoying for five seconds, I might ask him out. But when Stone breaks yet another business agreement between us—just in time for the holiday season—all bets are off.

      

      Despite my coven’s warnings, it seems like just a little book magic would do the trick to bend things my way. But in Chancellor, magic has a mind of its own, and Lady Winter will have her way this Christmas season.

      

      Meet Paige and Stone in The Book Witch, a delightful holiday-themed, sweet, clean romance set in the magical small town of Chancellor. The Book Witch is a stand-alone novel in a shared quirky, magical town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To all you bookish witches out there. Keep making magic.
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      I placed the last witch ball on the Christmas tree, then stepped back to admire my handiwork. Tree number three had a woodland, cottagecore aesthetic. Red-capped felt agaric mushrooms, hand-painted wood slices with book quotes, yellowed book pages shaped like woodland animals, and glittery acorns adorned O’ Tannenbaum. The moss, dried star anise, tiny pine cones, and other bits inside my witches’ balls gave a pop of nature. The woodsy tree accentuated the corner of the bookshop where books on nature, hiking, and all things outdoors were displayed. Bundles of cinnamon wrapped with twine hanging from the tree made the room smell delightful.

      The tree was lovely, but it still needed something.

      As I admired my handiwork, I felt something rub on my leg.

      “Miss Bean,” I said, bending down to pick up the bookshop’s resident mini panther and my familiar. “What do you think? Needs something, doesn’t it?”

      Meow.

      “I agree. Seems like everything needs something these days,” I said, again feeling the twist of frustration in my stomach over the deep sense that my creativity was stuck. It had been that way since I’d called things off between Alex and me. It was never going to work out, and it had been my choice, but still. Somehow, the breakup had thrown things off. Ever since, I’d felt… meh. But at least the Christmas trees were coming along.

      I gave the cat a gentle pat on the head, squished her to me, then set her back down.

      “More…sparkle. What do you think?”

      Meow.

      “Right, as always.

      “Hmm,” I mused, then made my way to the display of holiday books at the front of the shop. The reds and greens on the covers of the Christmas books and the snow whites and icy blues of Yule and winter-themed books shone festively. Drumming my fingertips across the books, I finally picked up a tome of winter poems I’d been enjoying earlier and returned to the Christmas tree.

      Opening the book, I set it to my nose and inhaled deeply. The sweet scent of the pages, vaguely vanilla and almond-scented, filled my senses.

      “I should make a candle out of that,” I told Bean, who was watching me curiously, her gold-and-green eyes twinkling. But that was always the case. Whenever I did magic, she was nearby. It was hardly surprising. She was born of magic, after all. “Now,” I said, turning to the poem I’d remembered. “Here we are.”

      Opening the book, I inhaled deeply as I steadied myself. For weeks now, I couldn’t conjure any good magic. Since the split, my magic was just off. Nothing felt right. Half the time, my magic didn’t work. The other half of the time, something went wrong. I hadn’t thought the breakup had hit me hard, but my coven warned me that every energy break came with consequences. For an author and a witch, blocked energy meant dud spells and constipated creativity. Double the fun! Alex had not been worth the hassle. He was fading, and I was glad. I should have known from the start that we weren’t a match. He didn’t like to read, and not just in an ‘I used to read a lot, but now I don’t have time’ kind of way. Instead, it was a ‘the only books I ever read were the ones I had to read in school’ way.

      Why did I think it would work out with a guy like that?

      The truth was, I just wanted to be with someone. Anyone. I was tired of being alone. But in a hurry to find anyone, I’d found the wrong guy. Marilla had, gently, tried to warn me, but I hadn’t listened. I wouldn’t make that mistake twice. I would set my standards where they should have been and find my match, find someone who liked the same things I did, whose values matched mine. Alex had almost no contact with his family, hated cats, and spent most of his time playing video games. My next boyfriend needed to be able to recite Shakespeare, love old, black-and-white movies, his family, and cats. Until I found that guy, I wasn’t going to look at anyone again.

      Recentering myself, I pushed Alex from my mind and tried to focus. As my coven always reminded me, I needed to get myself into a suitable mental space and set my intention. I inhaled deeply, relishing the sweet scent of books and the cinnamon sticks hanging on the tree. Then, I closed my eyes and reached deep within myself. I felt it there, the magic that seemed to come from my core. I envisioned it like an ancient tome, glowing with golden light.

      Of course, my magic would look like a book to me.

      Pulling power from it, I opened my eyes and read from the book of poetry.

      
        
        The forest shimmered with sparkling light

        The magic of Yule under full moonlight

        Shining on the evergreen

        The glimmering glow was bright and clean

        For upon every winter bough

        Pristine white snow lay down there now

      

      

      As I spoke, the book in my hands began to glow golden-colored, the words lifting from the pages. I could make them out faintly in the air, the letters spinning with magical light as they danced toward my tree. Suddenly, the branches began to glimmer, like the tree sat in the moonlight. The result was…magical. Just as it had been in the poem. Just as I had hoped.

      Lovely winter perfection.

      But then, a cool wind swept across the store.

      The air chilled, and snow began to fall onto the boughs of my Christmas tree.

      Snow.

      Real, wet snow began to fall—in my bookstore.

      “No. No, no, no,” I said, panic gripping me. My heart beat loudly. I’d wanted the sparkle, not the snow! Suddenly realizing my mistake, I quickly re-read, undoing the spell and pulling back the magic.

      
        
        Now there lay snow white pristine

        Bough winter every upon for

      

      

      Reading the lines backward, the part of the spell describing the snow started to come undone. The magical fluffy white snowflakes faded, but not without leaving little puddles on the floor under the tree.

      The spell corrected, the tree returned to its magical shimmer, as if beams of moonlight were shining down on the branches.

      Beautiful.

      Glowing.

      Trimmed in gossamer finery.

      Just like I’d hoped.

      But, also, a little soggy.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to both the book in my hands, and the tome of magic within me, letting go of the tie between the two. “But now, I need to clean up the mess.”

      The magic within me settled, and the book of poems in my hand returned to being just a book once more.

      Meow, Bean called, sniffing the water on the floor worriedly.

      “I know, I know,” I said with a heavy sigh, then returned to the front of the shop. I replaced the book of poems and then went to grab a towel to mop up the mess. “At least the magic worked this time,” I called to the cat, who merely trilled in reply.

      After spending half an hour wiping up the floor, branches, and any ornaments that had gotten damp, I returned to the register at the front of the shop and worked on getting ready for the day.

      Spotting Tess, the owner of the local antique shop, through the window, I knew it was fifteen minutes to open. Tess’s punctuality was better than any watch.

      I refilled the mini candy canes in the bowl on the counter and turned on the Christmas music. Bing Crosby’s crooning voice filled the store. I loved old-fashioned Christmas music, the kind I’d grown up listening to living with Grandma D. I flipped on the lights, the soft orange glow clicking on in sections—first over nonfiction, then over romance, mystery, thriller and other literature, next over the kid’s section of the shop, and finally the front of the store where I’d displayed the seasonal books and works by local authors.

      Which would one day include me.

      Right after I opened my own small press.

      Someday.

      Hopefully.

      I sighed wistfully. I loved when the lights illuminated the books. It was like the spirit within them was waking.

      I made my way to the small fireplace at the back of the shop. The old building had a real fireplace, but I’d had an electric insert added, giving off the semblance of a cheery glow. Just like wet snow, fire and books had no place together.

      Back at the counter, I grabbed my mug of peppermint tea and looked out at my shop, admiring the ambiance. I needed to bring Grandma D from Orchard House once all the decorations were up—assuming I could get an idea for the front windows soon. They were still stuck in Thanksgiving mode. That needed to change, like yesterday. Still, no inspiration was coming.

      Relishing the moment, I was startled from my thoughts when the front door jangled open, the jingle bells on the door ringing in tandem as Marilla, my shop manager, arrived.

      With an angry expression, she made a beeline for me.

      “Paige,” she said, fury in her voice.

      “You have a box of baked goods from Julie’s shop in your hand. How can you possibly be mad?” I asked, then grinned, adding, “Besides the fact that your glasses are fogging up.”

      Marilla’s long brown hair was wind-blown and seemed to reflect her mood. She set the bakery box down on the counter and pulled off her signature red-rimmed glasses.

      “It was all gingerbread and cream cheese frosting goodness until I saw this,” she said, pulling a piece of paper from her pocket and slapping it down on the counter.

      Setting my tea aside, I slid the bright blue paper toward me.

      Then, I understood.

      “End-of-Semester Bash. Lipstick Chainsaw, Hard Rockin’ All-Girl Metal Band. Half-priced brews and wings.” I looked up at Marilla. “Lipstick Chainsaw?”

      “Next Wednesday,” Marilla said, pointing to the date. “Next Wednesday.”

      “Next Wednesday,” I repeated, the night the one-hundred-three-year-old reclusive folklorist Mother Redbone had agreed to come to speak at my shop.

      “I thought Stone agreed to keep Wednesday events at the brewery quiet,” Marilla said in annoyance. “Like, he promised, promised. With a handshake deal and everything.”

      “He did.”

      “Ugh,” Marilla said, throwing her hands into the air. “How can such an atrocious, albeit super-hot, man have such an adorable child?” Marilla asked, referring to Stone, the Chancellor Brewery and Biergarten owner, and his son, Oliver, who practically lived in my bookstore.

      “Maybe Oliver’s mom is bookish,” I said.

      “Um, no,” Marilla replied. “I’ve bumped into Lexi a few times. She is definitely not bookish, unless Buzzfeed counts as a book.”

      I gave her a look.

      “So, are you going to go kill Mr. Tight Mountain Bike Shorts, or can I?” Marilla asked.

      I snatched the paper off the counter and headed to the back, my heart pounding in my chest.

      “So, you’re going?” Marilla called with a laugh.

      “I’m going.”

      “Then to arms, Paige Daniels! And may the gods have mercy on Stone Schneider’s soul.”
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      “Lexi,” I said for the hundredth time, the cell phone pressed against my face growing hotter. “Lexi. Lex. Lexi?”

      “Eric already has the tickets booked. I mean, what can I say? He’s probably going to propose. I don’t know. Oliver is used to staying with you anyway. He probably doesn’t even want to see me—”

      “Lexi,” I said, my voice finally punctuating her gaslighting tirade. “You know damned well Oliver was looking forward to seeing you for Christmas. This is going to break his heart.”

      “I’ll bring him back something nice. I swear.”

      “He doesn’t care about that. He just wanted to see his mom.”

      “Look, I don’t have time to talk about this now. I need to pick up the car from detailing, and I have an appointment at the salon. Just let him know I’ll see him after the New Year.”

      “When?”

      “I… Well, there’s a party for Eric’s work and… I don’t know, Stone. I’ll text you. And don’t worry. I’ll ship out his presents. What does he want? Cars? Legos?”

      “For God’s sake, Lex. Have you met our kid? All he does is read.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Okay. Well, I’ll send him, like, some comics or something. I need to go, Stone.”

      “Lex. Lexi.”

      “Bye!”

      The phone went silent. I stared at it for a long moment before setting it aside. Not for the first time, I wondered how the girl I once loved had morphed into such a narcissistic, self-absorbed nightmare. But then, was she really all that different? I was in too deep, and Lexi was already pregnant when I’d figured out what kind of person she really was. She’d practically handed Oliver to me the moment he was born and had been drifting away ever since.

      I was actually relieved when she asked for a divorce a little over a year ago. It hurt, of course, but I was just glad it was over.

      At least, it was over for me. On the other hand, Oliver now had the misfortune of dealing with his mother’s capriciousness. I did everything I could to shield him from it. Lexi was right about one thing. Oliver was used to staying with me. And thank god. Even though we shared custody, Lexi didn’t want Oliver. When he did go to see her, she’d forget he was there. Literally. She’d once forgotten to come home one night, and Oliver got scared, so I had to pick him up. What kind of mother does that? But Oliver loved his mom, or, at least, the idea of his mom. This would be a blow to him.

      I closed my eyes and gently pressed my fingertips into them, feeling the edge of the headache Lexi produced.

      Did she say Eric was going to propose?

      I’d feel sorry for him if he wasn’t such a jerk.

      But if they got married, that would be the death knell for Oliver’s relationship with his mom. All he had talked about last week was spending Christmas with her. Now, I had to break his heart—and figure out a way to watch over him just as I was making one final push to save the business before it went under.

      My eyes danced over the papers on my desk. Too many bills. Not enough business. Or, at least, not the right kind of business. Something needed to change, and soon. Otherwise, I would go broke, and my employees would be out of a job. I had meant to hustle over the holidays. With Oliver at his mom’s place, that was possible. Now…

      “Boss,” Nate said, sticking his head into the office. “Off the phone?”

      I nodded slowly.

      “Got a call from Sweet Water. The delivery from Germany is in. They want to know if we can come pick it up. I can go if that works for you.”

      I nodded. “Sure, go ahead.”

      I needed to be behind the bar if Nate was in the truck. But the imported beer was all part of the plan. I was pulling out all the stops this holiday season to get people into the pub. From stocking my booth at the Chancellor Christmas Market with my holiday beers, to hosting what looked like an endless number of Christmas parties and events, I hoped the holiday season could get me back in the black.

      As always, Lexi had chosen the perfect time to be dramatic.

      Because, of course she did.

      Nate turned to go, then paused. “You okay, Stone?”

      “Yeah, just… Lexi.”

      He rolled his eyes. “What now?”

      “She’s going to Hawaii for Christmas.”

      “Oh,” Nate said brightly, “little man will like that.”

      “Little man is not invited.”

      “Oh. Ugh, Lexi.”

      “Lexi,” I agreed with a sigh.

      “No worries, boss. We’ll all pitch in. He can stay over at my place whenever you need him to. I’m going out to the slopes for some snowboarding. I could take him with me. Whatever you need, just ask. I’m heading over to Sweet Water, then. Need anything else?”

      I shook my head. “No. Just try to get back so I can go to the chamber meeting tonight?”

      “Got it,” Nate called.

      Grabbing my keys, I locked up the office and then made my way to the front of the brewery. It was early still, but the place was spotless. The wooden floor shone, and the tables were all set with napkins and place settings for the day. Chrissy had arranged holly berries and flowers in vintage beer bottles on the tables. It’s a Wonderful Life, my favorite holiday movie, was playing on the televisions. The place looked festive.

      I smiled, admiring the brewery. Using the inheritance I’d received after my mother’s death, I’d transformed the old brick meat-packing plant into the Chancellor Brewery and Biergarten. Marrying my love of crafting beer with good food, I’d opened the place in a leap of faith. In a town known for bottling some of the best wine in the world, I was selling suds and German pretzels. But it had worked. I loved the idea my mother would have—finally—been proud of me. I had used her money to make something new, something that had been thriving. Everything had been going fine until Lexi and I split, then things just started slipping. My head felt like it was all over the place. I was struggling to get myself back together and raise Oliver pretty much on my own.

      Opening the brewery had felt like climbing to the top of a mountain.

      Now, I felt like I was falling down the other side.

      Hard.

      I crossed the room to the glass doors behind which were all the tanks for the brewery. We’d gone with glass so the customers could see where their beer was coming from. It left the old plant with a chic, industrial feel. Making my way into the brewery, I checked the gauges on the vats, then made my way toward the bar. I was almost there when I heard someone knock on the front door.

      Loudly.

      Confused, I turned to the front to see Paige Daniels, the owner of the bookshop down the alley, standing there.

      My stomach tied into a knot. First, Paige was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. And second, she hated me. Since summer, we’d been battling over the noise and disruptions my events caused the other businesses in the alley. And, honestly, she wasn’t the only neighbor I’d agitated. I was sorry to be an annoyance, but I was trying to stay afloat. Couldn’t they understand that?

      When I saw the blue flyer clenched in her hand and the fire in her eyes, I knew why she was there.

      And I knew it was going to be bad.

      Bracing myself, I opened the door.

      “Hey, Paige.”

      “Don’t ‘Hey, Paige,’ me,” she said, shoving the flyer my way. “Seriously, Stone? Have we not had this conversation a hundred times since the VBQ this summer? Next Wednesday? Next Wednesday? You know I have a big event planned that night.”

      The VBQ was initially titled the End-of-Semester Bash BBQ until Paige and Jean-Pierre, the owner of the French restaurant in the alleyway, called it the VBQ—the vomit barbeque. The event got the title after several of my patrons, mostly drunk college kids, vomited in the alleyway after imbibing too much. That was the beginning of the end of my relationship with the other business owners.

      “Look, I need this event. The college students love that band, and Lipstick Chainsaw is going to be big one day. It’s the only day the band is available. I know we agreed to keep Wednesday nights quiet, but—” I began.

      “That’s right. We agreed. Because the patrons of my shop can’t hear my visiting authors speak when you’re rocking so loud it makes my windows shake.”

      “I know, but I’m trying to bring in some new customers and—”

      “And you decided to do it on the night I’ve invited a one-hundred-three-year-old recluse folklorist to my shop,” Paige said. “You’ve surely seen my flyers. Oliver told me he was going to come. You knew I was hosting that event. Do you know how long it took me to convince Mother Redbone to come to my store? Half the English department at Chancellor College has students coming in to listen to her. Scholars from all over the Great Lakes are coming to hear her. I have loads planned for that night. All her books are stocked. And now we need to listen to the dulcet tones of Lipstick Chainsaw in the background?”

      “Listen, Paige. I’m sorry, but—”

      “But nothing. We made a deal, Stone. A deal. Remember? I’ve been doing all my catering with you to make good on that deal. You keep Wednesdays quiet; I hire you as my caterer. I thought that deal was working out pretty well. In fact, I was going to come to talk to Chrissy about the catering today. But if you host this event…”

      “The lady doth protest too much,” I told her with a frown. “Maybe we can work something out.”

      “Protest too mu—like what?”

      “Maybe you can move your event to another night, then—”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I wouldn’t have broken our deal, but I need to get a crowd in, a big flush of cash before the holidays. It’s just a trial.”

      “A trial? You mean just this one Wednesday?”

      “Well…” I said nervously, rubbing the back of my neck. “I was going to talk to you. I was hoping to hold other events on Wednesdays through the holidays. But this band will only play once. I was thinking of hosting other entertainment.”

      “Do not say dueling pianos.”

      I cringed. Like the vomit barbeque, the arrival of dueling pianos was not met with much love from my fellow business partners in the alley. “I was going to talk to you, I swear. It’s just for the holidays, then back to quiet Wednesday nights.”

      “You do know you aren’t the only business in the alley trying to make money this holiday season, right?”

      “Yeah, but…”

      Paige’s eyes focused on me so hard that I felt a chill in the air. “But what? You’re the only one that matters? Not the antique shop, the café, the bookstore, or anyone else? Just you.”

      “There is no rule that I can’t host any event whenever I want. It was just a handshake agreement between us, Paige. I’m hanging on by a thread here. I need to host these events to keep things going.”

      “Regardless of how it impacts the rest of us.”

      “I don’t mean it like that, but yes. That’s business.”

      “Uh-huh,” Paige said. “Business. Okay, Stone. Then business it is.” She stared me straight in the face and uttered the two words I dreaded hearing. “Noise. Ordinance,” she said, then gave me a knowing smirk. “See you at the chamber meeting tonight.” With that, she turned and stalked off.

      “Paige,” I called to her.

      She didn’t look back.

      “Paige! Can’t we work something out?”

      “Oh, we’re going to work it out, Stone. See you tonight,” she called back as she disappeared down the snow-covered steps of the brewery and back up the alleyway to her shop at the end of the lane.

      “Told you,” Chrissy called in singsong behind me.

      I didn’t look back. Chrissy had warned me. Pissing off my business neighbors in the short term to survive in the long term seemed like a gamble I had to take. But taking on Paige Daniels was something I’d been dreading, partly because I knew Paige was determined enough to end my plans. And I really didn’t want to piss off the only woman I’d ever considered asking out since Lexi. Oliver loved her and her bookstore. He stopped there almost every day. By Oliver’s report, Paige was endlessly kind to him. On top of that, she’d always been nice to me—at least before the VBQ. Maybe she was just polite, or perhaps she was just that nice to everyone, but now there was no chance anything could ever come to fruition between Paige and me.

      I closed the door.

      “What are you going to do?” Chrissy asked.

      I glanced up at the television. Jimmy Stewart, who had been blessed by his guardian angel, Clarence, with the gift of seeing how life would be without him, was racing through town, wishing a Merry Christmas to all the businesses in Bedford Falls.

      I sighed heavily. “Pray for a Christmas miracle,” I said with a hard laugh. “Because if you’re up there, Clarence, I could use some help.”
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      Snow crunched under my boots as I walked up the alleyway back to my shop. With every step, I was grumbling under my breath and trying hard not to accidentally send a spell spinning Stone’s way. I didn’t want to literally curse him, but cursing at him seemed like an excellent idea. I was deep in spinning my plot for the demise of his noisy band night when I realized someone was calling my name.

      “Paige. Paige?”

      I paused, turning to see Tess, the owner of the antique shop called The Curiosity Curio, standing in her doorway, a concerned expression on her face.

      “Tess. Sorry. I was…”

      “Fuming?”

      I laughed. “That’s it. Fuming.”

      “Come in for a minute,” she said, gesturing for me to step inside.

      Since Marilla was there to open the bookshop, I made my way to The Curiosity Curio. If I could convince Tess to speak up at the meeting, we could finally get that noise ordinance for the alleyway settled. In fact, I would stop at Café Lisette and the other shops up and down the alley later today to campaign for the votes. It wouldn’t be hard. Stone had already become a splinter in everyone’s side. The VBQ had been the last straw. Now, Lipstick Chainsaw?

      No.

      Mother Redbone only agreed to come read for me because I’d promised her a quiet space. She was a timid little thing. She’d only considered it because she was friends with my grandma and had known me since I was little. But with promises of a quiet, calm, and respectful audience, I had managed to convince her to come.

      And now we had a metal band playing in the alleyway.

      “From the look on your face and the direction you came from, I take it you’ve seen this?” Tess asked, picking up the same blue flyer Marilla had found. “Isn’t that the night Mother Redbone is in?”

      I nodded. “Yes. After Stone promised to keep Wednesdays quiet in exchange for my agreeing to let him do all my catering. That’s a lot of sliders when I could have had Julie’s cupcakes or Alice’s bagel bombs. Have you had those? To die for.”

      At that, Tess chuckled lightly. “Did you talk to him?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      And? Now that I paused a moment, what had Stone said? All I had heard was “excuse, excuse, blah, blah, blah,” but he had said something about business being bad—right after he told me I was protesting too much. Ugh. That was why. He was trying to get people into the brewery.

      I frowned.

      Some witch I was. I had totally missed the air of desperation around his energy.

      But still.

      “I guess he’s trying to drum up business, but we had a deal. Will you be at the chamber meeting tonight?” I asked.

      Tess nodded. “They’re going to go over the final details about the Christmas market. I have my stock almost ready. I’ve been collecting ornaments and other vintage Christmas decorations all year.”

      “I can’t wait to see them. We’re going to focus on cards, planners, and holiday books,” I said, then met Tess’s gaze. “I’m going to call for a vote on the noise ordinance.”

      She nodded slowly. For a moment, Tess looked distracted, her eyes going to something in the shop behind me. But then she refocused. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. Do I have your vote?”

      “Of course. My patrons were no fans of the VBQ either,” Tess said. “I’m with you. It should be an interesting meeting. I’ve heard the Chancellor Arts Council is putting up big money for the winner of this year’s best holiday decorations. And we all know who always has the best window display.”

      At that, I smiled. Decorating my shop had become an outlet for my creativity, but with all my stuckness, I had yet to come up with a theme. The stipend the arts council was offering would go a long way to helping me fund my dream of opening my own small publishing company. Still, I wouldn’t get anywhere if I couldn’t get my magic unstuck.

      “How big of a prize?” I asked.

      “Big enough for some mischievous elves to appear in hardback, I think,” she said with a laugh, referring to the children’s book I’d been writing. And rewriting. And editing. And rewriting again. I’d hoped to have the book ready and printed by the holidays, but between my creativity getting unexpectedly jammed and the need for an influx of cash, I hadn’t been able to make that dream come to fruition.

      “In fact, I have something that might inspire you,” Tess said, reaching on a shelf behind me. “I was unpacking my glass Christmas ornaments and other vintage goodies and found this,” she told me, handing me a snow globe.

      I took the object from her. I was surprised to find it was oddly warm to the touch. When I stroked my fingers across the silver base of the snow globe, I felt something magical about the piece. A pretty yellow house covered in snow and decorated with Christmas lights was depicted inside the snow globe.

      “Looks like something from a Hallmark movie,” I said. “It’s so perfectly Christmas. Thank you, Tess. You always have the best stuff.”

      Tess grinned, looking over my shoulder as she smiled. “What can I say? The best items seem to find me.”

      The grandfather clock in the store chimed. It was half an hour since opening, and I still needed to get the bookmobile ready to take to the Orchard House retirement home.

      “Thank you, Tess. I should get going. I’ve got a million errands to run.”

      “Okay, friend. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Tonight,” I agreed, then headed toward the door, shaking the snow globe again. Something snow globe-themed would make a pretty window display if I could somehow make it snow inside the store—without leaving puddles.
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        * * *

      

      The moment I stepped back into the shop, I immediately felt comforted by the soothing smell of books and the sounds of gentle Christmas music. Marilla was ringing out a customer who’d bought several books and the cutest pin—a Christmas tree made out of books—ever known. The customer smiled when she passed me, her gaze going to my T-shirt, which read, “Just Another Page.” The T-shirt had my shop logo and Bean sitting on a pile of books.

      “Oh,” she said, then paused. “Do you have more of those?”

      I grinned and then pointed to the rack of T-shirts. “Lots,” I said with a smile.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled, then hurried off.

      I joined Marilla at the counter.

      “So?” she asked, looking at me over her red-rimmed glasses.

      “He wouldn’t cancel.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Bring up the ordinance again tonight. I’m going to campaign to the others in the alley later.”

      Marilla pumped her fist. “Between the VBQ and the dueling pianos—my eye is still twitching over that one—he lost me. Tight bike shorts be damned, we will not be repressed!”

      “Yeah, those bike shorts,” I said with a sigh, remembering vividly how fit he’d looked the day he’d shown up in the back parking lot in his biking gear, his bike attached to the back of his Jeep. “I hate to do it, but he’s throwing off the whole alley. It can’t keep going like this. Remember when Jean-Pierre threatened him with a butcher knife?”

      The infamous VBQ had spilled down the alleyway to the outdoor seating of the French café. A drunken college student who’d had one too many beer flights vomited in Jean-Pierre’s potted trees—while his diners sat nearby. I had never heard the Frenchman so furious nor heard so many French curse words in my life. He stood in the back parking lot, a massive meat cleaver in hand, threatening Stone.

      “Leia told me Jean-Pierre was the one who called the cops on him that night. That’s what got the VBQ shut down early,” Marilla said, referring to her friend who worked as a server at the French café.

      “It was a disaster,” I agreed.

      “We aren’t acting like elitists, are we? Just because he’s the typical outdoorsy, beer guy.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the brewery or being outdoorsy. It’s about the way Stone is managing things. The rest of the alleyway works as a community. Stone is not being a good community member.”

      “That’s for sure,” Marilla agreed with a sigh. “He’s been all over the place this year.”

      Marilla was right. When Stone first opened the business, it was beer tastings and Oktoberfest. No one minded that. This last year, however, he’d been a mess. “Yeah, you’re right. He always struck me as sweet before this, but now…”

      In fact, Stone had made a great impression on both me and Grandma D. Last summer, when I’d brought Grandma D over to visit the shop, she took a walk down the alleyway and accidently tripped on the cobblestones. Stone had found her. He helped her up, took her to the pub, and cleaned up her bloody knee. He’d even given her a mug of her favorite stout. Apparently, they had a good conversation before Stone brought her back to the bookstore, the pair of them laughing. Ever since, Grandma D had been partial to him.

      But she hadn’t had to deal with dueling pianos and VBQs.

      “Sweet and sour,” Marilla said with a frown. “Okay, enough about him. What’s up with that?” she asked, pointing to the snow globe.

      “From Tess. Inspiration for the window display.”

      “Hmm,” Marilla mused. “Don’t worry. Something will come to you. It always does. Now that you’re here, however, I’m going to finish loading up the bookmobile. Oh, and I printed off the coloring sheets for tomorrow’s story hour. The kids are going to love your story!”

      “Are you really sure I should read my story? I could go with a classic instead.”

      “I’m one hundred percent sure. It’s your chance to try it on your audience. You’ll see. They’re going to love your mischievous elves,” she said, then slipped from behind the counter.

      Taking Marilla’s place, I gave the snow globe a shake, then set it on the counter and leaned down to look at it from eye level. My dreams of starting my own small publishing company would be one step closer if I could win the competition. I’d start with my own books to learn the business, then help other authors make their dreams come true. I just needed the money to get started. My shop was thriving, but I didn’t have enough money to start a small press. But if I could nab the prize…

      Bean hopped up onto my counter, sniffing the snow globe.

      “What do you think?”

      Meow.

      “We’re going to win that prize, Bean. I don’t know how, but we will. Then, Paige and Bean Publishing will be well on its way,” I said, giving the cat’s back a scratch. “All I need is a little Yuletide magic.”
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      It was almost time for me to head out to Orchard House when the jingle bells above the shop door rang. I looked to see Oliver, Stone’s studious first-grader, enter the store.

      “Sir Oliver,” Marilla called. “I bid you welcome.”

      Oliver grinned at her. “Hi, Marilla,” he said, then joined me at the counter. “Paige, look at this,” he told me, pulling a paper from his backpack and setting it on the counter. I looked it over to discover it was his book report on Charlette’s Web. Naturally, he’d gotten an A.

      “Well done, my friend. High five!” I told him, slapping his hand.

      “My teacher said that was a fifth-grade-level book. I told her it was still too easy.”

      I chuckled. “You’ll be reading Shakespeare by the end of the year.”

      Oliver beamed at me. “I hope so.”

      “This calls for a reward,” I told him, gesturing for him to come with me.

      While our hot chocolate bar supplies were tucked away until story time, I went to our coffee station and pulled out a single packet of the mix, preparing Oliver a mug. “Marshmallow or peppermint stick?”

      “Peppermint stick.”

      I fixed the cup, ensured it wasn’t too hot, and handed it to him.

      “Do you mind if I sit and pet Bean for a few minutes while I drink this?”

      “Of course not. Just don’t let her get into it.”

      “Chocolate isn’t good for pets,” Oliver said with a nod. “Thank you, Paige.”

      “Of course, such a great accomplishment deserves a reward. Oh, and I have something else for you.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’ll bring it over,” I told him, then left him to go on his way. Oliver tossed his backpack by the beanbag near the faux fireplace, set his drink aside, and properly greeted Miss Bean, who rolled onto her back to let Oliver pet her.

      I grabbed the used book from under the counter where I’d been keeping it for him, then rejoined Oliver.

      “C. S. Lewis. The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe. Some children find a magical world on the other side of a wardrobe. Have you read it yet?”

      He shook his head. “It sounds interesting.”

      “May be a little tough, but between a dictionary and sounding things out, I think you’ll be okay. It’s yours to keep.”

      “To keep?” he asked, smiling brightly.

      I nodded. “A reward for your good grade.”

      He jumped up and wrapped his arms around my waist, hugging me. “Thank you, Paige. Can I read some of it now?”

      “Of course. I have to head to Orchard House, but Marilla will be here. Be sure you let her know when you’re going to leave, okay? We want to make sure you get to your dad.”

      “Okay,” he said, then flopped down onto the beanbag and cracked the first page.

      Leaving him, I went to the back, passing Marilla as I went.

      “Oliver has hot chocolate and is reading. Told him to let you know when he’s on his way out.” As always, Marilla and I would stand in the alleyway and keep an eye on Oliver, watching until he got to the door of the brewery. I would often stroll with him as far as the end of the alleyway. He really was the most adorable child ever, and he always loved to talk books. We’d spent most of the summer chatting about all things Little House on the Prairie.

      Marilla nodded. “Sounds good. You leaving now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Tell Grandma D hello for me, and be careful. They say it’s going to snow later.”

      “Will do,” I said, then made my way to the back, pausing to look over my shoulder at Oliver again.

      Cutest kid ever.

      Too bad his dad was turning out to be such a jerk.
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        * * *

      

      Settled into the driver’s seat of the bookmobile, I warmed the vehicle up so I could head out to Orchard House, Chancellor’s retirement community. My repurposed truck had come to me as a gift from Tootie Row, one of the elders in my coven whose husband no longer needed it after he retired from the painting business. I knew immediately what I wanted to do with the truck. My grandma and all the older people at Orchard House were always desperate for something new to read, and they still liked to shop, even if they couldn’t get out as much as they used to. The Paige and Bean Bookmobile service was born. Once a month, I would swing by with a new selection of books.

      I set off, making my way back to Main Street, then on to Route 5, which ran along Lake Erie. Winter had come in earnest. The fields surrounding the town, including the many vineyards, were covered in a blanket of white snow. The sunlight shimmered on the fields; blue, purple, pink, and yellow glints sparkled on the snow. Lake Erie had frozen all along the shore, but dark blue waves rolled gently in the distance.

      I puttered along slowly, careful on the icy road, until I reached the turn for Orchard House. The retirement community had been built on a refurbished apple orchard. The bare trees would be full of pink and white blossoms in the spring, bearing fruit in the late summer and early autumn. In addition to being a retirement community, Orchard House offered a small, apple-themed shop and café in their refurbished barn. Run by the residents who still had mobility, they sold food and goods during the warm seasons. The forward-thinking owners also made the place a destination for those who wanted to learn how to grow and harvest apples, including making cider and other goods. Unlike many other retirement homes I’d visited, where residents sometimes stagnated, Orchard House gave its residents a happy last chapter in life.

      Of course they did.

      According to my grandmother, the grounds at Orchard House were blessed by faeries.

      I pulled up to the side door of the three-story red house trimmed with green shutters. The ramp and walkway from the house had already been cleared of snow.

      Putting the truck in park, I downed the last of my peppermint tea and then headed inside, stomping snow off my boots as I went.

      “Paige,” Jenna, the secretary, called happily, coming to hug me when I entered. “Oh, you are all they have been talking about all morning. Your grandma can’t wait to see you.”

      “Mind if I go peek in on her before we start?”

      “Of course.”

      Pulling off my knitted gloves, scarf, and cap, I made my way down the halls of Orchard House. I ducked past the main meeting room, where I knew I would be swarmed, and went to my grandmother’s cozy room at the back of the house on the second floor, overlooking the pond.

      I gave the door a soft knock and then entered. “Grandma D?” I called, opening the door.

      As usual, she was sitting in her big chair by the window, a blanket on her lap. Bongo, one of the resident therapy cats, was curled up on her lap. With her knitting needles in her hand, she was working on a scarf.

      “Grandma D,” I chirped happily. “That’s a very life-like kitten you’ve knitted.”

      Just then hearing me, she looked up over her reading glasses and laughed. “Ah, here you are, little mouse. They told me today was the day. Lost track of time working on this,” she said, looking down at the piece in her hands.

      “A scarf?”

      “Psh,” she breathed at me in annoyance. “All that schooling, and you still don’t know a scarf from a blanket. It’s the border of a blanket,” she said, lifting it so I could see. She had made a square of white yarn with bright red apples in the middle. “For the shop next season.”

      I sat on the stool beside her, taking the end of the blanket and studying it. As I rubbed my thumb over the fabric, I could feel the magic in her work. She had woven healing spells into the stitches.

      “You feel that at least?” she whispered to me.

      “Healing spells?” I asked in a low tone.

      She chuckled, then scratched Bongo’s head. “She can’t knit worth anything, but she’s still a good little witch. How are your spells coming along?”

      “I made it snow in the shop today.”

      Grandma D raised an eyebrow at me. “With all that paper in there?”

      “I didn’t say I did it on purpose.”

      At that, she laughed. “Your magic is still on the fritz? I thought you’d have had that sorted out by now. That boy wasn’t worth anything anyway.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “It’ll be all right,” she said, patting my hand. “Tell Tootie to get to work on that,” she said, referring to one of the women in my coven who had a strong inclination to meddle in affairs of the heart.

      “Oh, no. I’ll have none of her help.”

      Grandma D laughed. “Well, there’s always that handsome tapster in your alleyway,” she said, again needling me about Stone. “The one who was so kind when I had my accident. He’s divorced, you know. And I know you like that little boy of his. Sweet little boys don’t grow out of nothing. They come from sweet men, I can tell you that much.”

      Not wanting to ruin Grandma D’s perception of Stone as the perfect gentleman, I simply said, “I think you are trying to vie Tootie in the matchmaking business.”

      “Nonsense. I just know a good man when I see one, and that Stone would be good for you, little mouse,” she said, then petted the cat once more. “Well, Bongo, before the two of us become part of this chair, best we get up. What books did you bring for me today?” she asked as she set her knitting aside and prepared to get up.

      “I have Venice and Machu Picchu.”

      “Machu Picchu? Isn’t that the card game kids play with that cute little yellow bear-cat thing?”

      I laughed. “No, Grandma. You’re thinking of Pikachu from the Pokémon game. Machu Picchu is an ancient city in South America.”

      “Oh, I like the sound of that,” she said, reaching up for me so I could help her from her chair.

      When I took her hands, I realized how frail she felt. It was natural at ninety-eight that she would be small, but her skin was so thin and her hands so bony. I held her carefully, afraid I would break her. I averted my eyes so she wouldn’t see my worry.

      Bongo meowed in a complaint over losing his seat.

      “Go on and take my spot,” she told the cat, then turned her attention to me. “Grab my coat and hat,” she told me, pointing. “I’ll be glad for a bit of fresh air.”

      Bongo hopped back up into Grandma D’s seat, promptly getting to work on making biscuits.

      “You catch the smell when you came in?” Grandma D asked as I helped her into her coat. “They made mulled cider this morning.”

      “You people are practically made of apples around here.”

      She chuckled. “Got a package from your mother. She sent cactus candy. Ever hear of such a thing?”

      “Decidedly not.”

      “Well, I suppose they’ve got a lot of cacti out in Arizona. Need to make something out of it.”

      I chuckled. My mother, who had been dying to escape the small-town life, which had come as part of the package with my father, had finally made it to Phoenix, Arizona. There, she’d taken a high-level position at an advertising agency. She’d been a caring mother, taking good care of me before and after we lost my father. But when she had the chance to take the position in Phoenix, Grandma D encouraged her to move on with her life. My father was gone. There was no reason for her to be stuck in Chancellor anymore. I was an adult, about to graduate from college. No one wanted my mom to miss her chance. So, she went to Arizona, and I finished my Literature degree from Chancellor College while living with Grandma D and learning witchcraft from her. Grandma D and I had always been inseparable anyway. But Grandma D was also very stubborn. When her health had taken a turn, she insisted on coming to Orchard House. She would hear nothing of home health aides or the like. And when Grandma D felt determined about something, there was no stopping her.

      But in the end, she seemed happy and well cared for. And that was all that mattered.

      We took the elevator to the first floor, making our way to the meeting room. Jenna had begun organizing the residents to come out for a look around.

      “Where are my bookworms?” I called happily to the room.

      I was met with a series of yays and hellos.

      “Ready?” I asked Jenna.

      She nodded.

      “All right. Let’s get this party started,” I told the residents, then led Grandma D to the back, holding her arm to guide her as we made our way down the ramp and into the truck. The heater was running, and I had turned the radio to a station playing non-stop Christmas music. Frank Sinatra was belting out Let it Snow! Let it Snow! Let it Snow! when we arrived.

      The small space held a surprising number of books, bookmarks, book lights, and all sorts of bookish paraphernalia. The truck had been completely outfitted with wooden bookcases on both sides and near the front. I’d put nonslip carpet on the floor, painted the ceiling to look like stained glass, and around the top of the bookcases, etched some of my favorite book quotes:

      “Though she be but little, she is fierce,” by William Shakespeare.

      “If I don’t write to empty my mind, I go mad,” by Lord Byron.

      “I'm so glad I live in a world where there are Octobers,” from L. M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables.

      To make things festive, I’d hung some garlands, lights, and Christmas balls around the ceiling. It was a cheerful little scene.

      I didn’t make a ton from the bookmobile. Still, hauling books to schools, events, Orchard House, and other venues always got people interested in the shop. I was proud of my little bookshop on wheels. And I always believed that bringing books to Orchard House helped prolong and enrich the residents’ lives. What better payment was there than that?

      “I set those books out for you,” I told Grandma D, gesturing toward the front.

      She patted my hand. “All right, my girl. I’ll find them and settle in. You go take care of the rest now.”

      With that, Grandma D dawdled past the section of books on knitting, clicking her tongue in disdain at the patterns on the covers, then went back to the travel section. She could never get enough books about faraway places. As far as I knew, Grandma D had never left Chancellor and never wanted to. But she was a dreamer, just like me.

      “Pages and Paige’s,” Mr. Halloren called when he entered the van, making the same joke as always.

      “Who are we killing off today, Mr. Halloren?” I asked, motioning to the murder mystery section.

      “Usually the ones who deserve it,” he said with a laugh, then began browsing.

      After him, the other residents came in, browsing romance, history, fantasy, science fiction, classics, and all different genres. It took two hours to get all the residents through, letting them browse to their heart’s content and then ringing up their purchases. Grandma D had lowered herself into the truck’s passenger seat, reading as she waited for me to finish.

      “That’s everyone,” Jenna told me brightly. “Ah, Paige. You have no idea how much this little shopping excursion means to them. It’s the highlight of their month.”

      “I’m happy to do it.”

      “Well, Mrs. Daniels, you ready to go back?” Jenna asked Grandma D.

      “Ready enough,” Grandma told her.

      I took the books from Grandma D’s hands and helped her up.

      “What do I owe you?” she asked—as always.

      “A childhood filled with the best chocolate chip cookies known to humankind.”

      “Done.”

      At that, we both chuckled. I helped Grandma D down the ramp and back inside, handing her the books on Venice and Machu Picchu.

      “I’ll be out to see you again soon,” I told her.

      “Don’t worry about me. We’re busy getting ready for the holidays, making gingerbread ornaments. I’ll be busy.”

      “Gingerbread? Then I will definitely be by.” I kissed Grandma D on the cheek.

      “Zora still coming to the shop?” she asked, referring to Mother Redbone.

      I nodded.

      “Still can’t believe she agreed to it.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Clever little book witch,” she said, pinching my cheek. “Spelled her, didn’t you?”

      “I most certainly did not.”

      Grandma D laughed. “If you say so,” she told me, then returned to her room.

      Smiling, I gave Jenna a wave and then headed back to the truck to lock things up before heading off.

      I looked up at the sky overhead as I made my way to the truck. Dark gray clouds were rolling in from Canada, and a cool breeze was in the air. It would snow soon—a lot.

      Time to get back.

      “Give me just a little time, Mother Winter,” I said to the sky. “It’s a short drive.”
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      When the chime on my phone dinged, I was surprised. The day had passed quickly, and Oliver would return from school soon. It had been a busy day. Thankfully, the biology department at Chancellor College had decided to have their monthly meeting at the pub. Who knew professors could drink that much? But, given their occupation, it didn’t surprise me. I’d drink too if I had to put up with all the nonsense they did. I’d hardly been the ideal student, but I’d done my stint, earning my degree in hospitality management while brewing beer in my living room. The college group and some early Christmas shoppers had kept the place lively. Chrissy was earning good tips, and the kitchen was busy. If only it was like that every day.

      “People are feeling generous,” Chrissy said, counting her tips. “Holiday season love is upon us.”

      “Good. Let’s hope they feel like a burger and a beer every night.”

      Chrissy looked at her watch. “Oliver should be here soon. After your encounter this morning, you’ll need to get ready for the meeting tonight.”

      I had tried my best to forget the argument with Paige, but it had nagged me all day. I wasn’t the kind of person to go back on my promise, but when the opportunity to host the band presented itself, I jumped without thinking. It was shitty of me to book on her event night, but what choice did I have? “Lipstick Chainsaw will pack this place,” I told Chrissy, sounding more upbeat than I actually felt.

      “It will,” Chrissy said, “but at what cost in the long run? Are you sure they weren’t available another night?”

      I frowned. “They aren’t, and I can’t cancel now.”

      Chrissy nodded. “I talked to the other servers. We’re all ready to come in. And Jess,” she said, referring to her sister, “and my sister-in-law, Billie, will come in to help too. Now we just need to settle the kitchen.”

      “And get ready for the Christmas market. And, and, and…”

      The front door opened, and Oliver came in, toting his backpack over one shoulder, his jacket unzipped.

      “Hey, bud,” I said, slipping from behind the bar to meet him. “How was your day?”

      “Good but exhausting,” he said with an adult-like huff, throwing his backpack onto the bar.

      Chrissy giggled and then asked, “Hungry?”

      Oliver nodded.

      “I got ya,” she said, then headed into the kitchen.

      I leaned down, kissed him on the head, and then sized him up. “So, you trying to catch pneumonia?” I asked, gesturing to his coat.

      “Zipper broke,” he told me. “I wore my backpack on the front of me to keep warm, but I took it off when I got to the door. I didn’t want the people here to think I was weird.”

      I chuckled. “Let me see that,” I said, helping him out of his jacket. He was right; the zipper had broken. “Completely dead. I’ll stop by the sporting goods place on Main Street to get you a new one before tomorrow.”

      “They’re overpriced,” he warned me as he hopped onto the bar stool.

      “They are,” I said with a laugh. “But it’s calling for heavy snow tonight, and you can hardly keep wearing your backpack in the front.”

      “That’s true,” Oliver agreed, pulling a book from his bag. “I’m just glad no one from school saw me like that! How humiliating.”

      I ruffled his hair. “Homework?”

      “In a bit. After a chapter?” he asked, pulling a copy of The Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe from his backpack.

      “Where did you get that? Library?”

      Oliver shook his head. “Paige gave it to me.”

      “Paige?”

      Oliver nodded. “And a hot chocolate. I stopped to tell her about getting a hundred on my book report. She gave me the hot chocolate and book as a reward for getting a good grade!”

      “Today? You saw her today?”

      “I just came from there. I stayed for a little while to pet Bean. I hope it was okay.”

      “Of course,” I replied, feeling about a hundred times worse. Paige was endlessly kind to Oliver, always giving him books or bookmarks, fueling his love of reading, or filling him with sweets. I mustered up a smile on Oliver’s behalf. “That was nice of her.”

      “I’ll write her a thank-you card. That’s the right thing to do, right?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Okay. I’ll do that. Right after this chapter.”

      I grinned. “After a chapter,” I agreed, kissing him on the head again.

      With that, I made my way around the restaurant, refilling drinks for Chrissy’s customers and fetching sides of ranch. Why did no one ever remember to order their sides in the first place? By the time I was done, Chrissy had reappeared from the back with a grilled cheese sandwich—with pickles grilled inside—and a cup of homemade chicken noodle soup. She set them in front of Oliver.

      “As you like it,” she told him.

      He eyed the plate, quickly inspecting the grilled cheese for pickles, then smiled. “Thanks, Chrissy.”

      “Of course.” She grinned at him. “Your dad has a meeting tonight. Want to stay here or come watch ridiculous amounts of SpongeBob and eat pizza with Jasper and me?” she asked, referring to her teenage son.

      Oliver tipped his head and considered for a moment. “Pizza,” he considered, “for sure. But can I read instead of watching? SpongeBob is too loud.”

      “Of course,” she replied with a laugh, then turned to me. “You can swing by and pick him up afterward. Assuming you have any life left in you.”

      I chuckled. “Let’s hope. And thanks.”

      Chrissy nodded. I had no idea where I’d be without Chrissy. With Lexi flaking every chance she got, and what was left of my family about as interested in helping me raise Oliver as they were watching paint dry, I was left to rely on the kindness of friends. Thank goodness that was never short in coming.

      The early birds began to arrive for dinner as the afternoon wore on, but the place was slow. Oliver took a spot at the very end of the bar away from the patrons, where he sat working on his math, his little tongue sticking out as he concentrated. The television above the bar had gone from Bedford Falls to New York City with Miracle on 34th Street.

      It was nearly six when a buzzer rang from the back, indicating someone was at the back door. Luckily—and unluckily—the pub still wasn’t too busy.

      “Nate,” Chrissy guessed. “Good thing, too. It’s freezing out there, and it just started snowing.”

      “I’ll go help him unload,” I said. “Need anything, bud?” I asked Oliver.

      Lost in his book, the novel in one hand, a triangle of his second grilled cheese in the other, he shook his head.

      Chrissy and I both chuckled, then I headed to the back.

      Nate was outside in the merchants’ parking lot, the doors to our delivery van open as he started to unload the imported beer.

      “All here,” he told me with a smile. “I know you were worried.”

      “Calculated risk to get them here on time. But these look great,” I replied, eyeing the crates. In addition to our own brewed holiday beers, I had imported some German gingerbread ales, a Belgium orange-and-clove beer, a peppermint stout from England, and some bottles of spiced apple ciders—all for the holiday brews tasting night. The event was sold out. I was glad because it hadn’t been cheap or easy to source and purchase the beers. Now that they were there, my dreams for being able to pay my bills at the end of the month were in sight.

      “Let me grab the other dolly,” I said, then went back inside while Nate loaded up the first batch.

      Snow was falling in heavy flakes. It looked like we might end up with a lake-effect squall.

      Good. Maybe they’d cancel the meeting tonight.

      Grabbing the dolly, I passed Nate as he unloaded the first few cases, rolling them into the storage. I loaded up my own cases and then headed to the back, passing Nate again.

      “Coming down,” Nate told me, looking at the snow on my shoulders. “Was getting icy out there.”

      “Glad you’re back, man,” I said. I was loading up again when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. “Catsanova is back,” I told Nate, pointing toward the dumpsters. There, the alley’s resident tomcat sat watching us. Catsanova, as we’d dubbed the ginger cat who seemed to be the father of every stray cat that passed through the alleyway, had proven notoriously difficult to catch. Oliver was certain that, one day, we’d take him home. But that had proven harder than expected. I’d spent the whole summer buttering him up with scraps. He was just starting to let me get close to him. “If I can’t catch him, I’m going to have to build him a cat house for the winter.”

      Nate chuckled. “That cat has you in the palm of his…paw.”

      I laughed. “What, I feel sorry for that poor bachelor out here in the cold.”

      “Get a dog,” Nate told me. “They love everyone. Less work.”

      “Sometimes a little work is worth it,” I replied.

      “You mean pets or ladies?”

      At that, we both laughed.

      Loading up the dolly, I passed Nate on the way back in, then set about reorganizing the crates in the cooler.

      Behind me, I heard Chrissy and Nate talking.

      Then I heard Chrissy shriek. “Nate,” she screamed.

      A moment later, I heard the unmistakable sound of metal crushing and glass breaking.

      My heart sank to my feet.

      I rushed out of the cooler, the kitchen staff following behind me as we all ran into the parking lot.

      There, we saw a horrifying sight.

      The back end of Paige’s bookmobile had swung toward the van, clipping the bumper and hitting the crate of beer stacked there. Nate, however, was safely to the side of the building beside Chrissy.

      “Nate! Are you all right?”

      “Jumped back just in time,” he said, exhaling deeply.

      The door to Paige’s truck flew open, and she hopped out. Her feet immediately started to slip, and she almost fell. Holding on to the door, she steadied herself and then made her way to us. “Nate, you okay?” she said, her eyes wide with fear. “I slid on the ice. It all happened so fast. Are you all right?”

      “Gave me a scare, but I just discovered I’m fast when I need to be!”

      “There’s ice under the snow,” Paige said, looking back at the parking lot. “The whole lot is frozen under the powder. I came in slow and still slid. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Nate nodded. “I’m okay. Really. It was all I could do to keep from sliding when I drove in.”

      Just then, another person tried to turn into the parking lot. I recognized the driver, Mark, from Café Lisette. He worked in the kitchen. His wheels locked up on the ice, and the car slid toward the ditch rather than into the lot.

      Paige’s gaze went from him to the cases of broken glass lying on the snow. The dark amber glass was spread across the parking lot. The air around us filled with the perfumed scent of gingerbread beer.

      Dammit, those had been the most expensive cases.

      “Oh no,” Paige said, staring. She turned to me. “Oh, Stone. I’m so sorry.”

      A convoluted mess of emotions tumbled through my mind. First, that was hundreds—if not thousands—of dollars’ worth of bottles gone. Second, the van now needed a repair—one I could not afford. Third, why did Paige Daniels seem intent on turning my day upside down? But behind that feeling was also a sense of relief that nothing serious had happened to her or Nate.

      “Stone,” Paige said again. “I’m really sorry. Are you sure you’re okay, Nate?”

      He nodded. “I’m all right,” he reassured her.

      “What about you, Paige?” I asked. “You didn’t get hurt, did you?”

      “No. Just rattled,” she said, exhaling deeply.

      “Let me get a shovel to clean up the glass,” Nate said, then went back inside.

      I motioned to Jason and Joss, the kids from the kitchen. “Can you guys check on Mark?” I asked, pointing to the kid stuck in the ditch at the end of the parking lot. “Be careful going across the lot.”

      The pair nodded, then headed off.

      My gaze flicked briefly to the spot where Catsanova had been sitting. Of course, the tomcat was all right. Looking practically amused, he was sitting on the top of the dumpster licking his paw and surveying us with detachment.

      Paige bent to look at one of the broken bottles.

      “Careful,” I said. “There’s glass everywhere.”

      “Thanks to me.”

      “Thanks to the snow.”

      “Gingerbread, from the smell of it,” she said, looking up at me. “Imported? For your tasting night?”

      I nodded.

      “Ah, no. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say. I’ll pay you back. I promise. And I’ll call my insurance about the van. Can you order new bottles in time?”

      “Sadly, no.”

      Paige paused, then looked up at me. “How hard is it to brew something like this?”

      “Well,” I said, then stopped for a moment. “A big vat would take months. But small batches… less. If I had a good recipe.”

      Paige frowned. “I don’t know what to say.”

      Just then, Marilla, the young woman who worked in Paige’s shop, appeared. “Paige,” she called, moving slowly across the ice toward us.

      “Careful,” Paige called back to her. “Ice everywhere.”

      “You all right?” Marilla asked.

      “Physically,” Paige replied with an awkward laugh.

      I rubbed my hand on the back of my neck. I was confused by my feelings. Part of me wanted to be furious about the beer, while the other wanted to hug her because I was glad Paige was fine. Conflicted, I turned back toward the storage room. “Let me get some salt down so we can move your truck.”

      “Yeah. Okay,” Paige muttered.

      I turned and went into the storage room. But at that exact moment, Oliver appeared.

      “Paige,” he called to her, worry in his voice. He attempted to slip past me to go outside, but I caught him in time.

      “Buddy, don’t go out there. There’s ice and broken glass everywhere,” I warned him.

      “Paige,” he called again, stopping at the doorframe.

      “Don’t come out, Oliver. It’s not safe,” Paige called, gesturing for him to stay where he was.

      “Paige, are you okay?” Oliver asked, worry in his voice.

      “I’m all right. Just slid on the ice.”

      “The bookmobile has a dent,” Oliver said. “And, Daddy, your bottles are broken.”

      “It’s okay,” I told him. “It was just an accident.”

      “I’m okay, Oliver,” Paige reassured him. “Dents can be mended. We’ll sort the rest out. Don’t stay outside in the cold. You don’t have your coat,” she said, then paused and looked at me. “Stone, you might want to check the zipper on Oliver’s coat. I think it might be broken.”

      “How did you notice? I had my backpack in front of me,” Oliver told her.

      Paige just grinned. “Intuition, I guess. Go back inside, pal. Don’t catch cold.”

      Oliver grinned. “Okay,” he said, then looked up at me. “You’ll help her, right, Daddy?”

      My heart melted. “Of course.”

      “My daddy will help you,” Oliver called to Paige. “Don’t worry. You’ll be okay.”

      Paige smiled at him. “Thank you, Oliver.”

      With that, my son disappeared back into the restaurant.

      “Let me…let me get that salt,” I told Paige awkwardly, then headed back inside. I might lose my business this year. And if I didn’t keep my feelings in check, next would be my heart.
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      After reassuring Marilla I was all right and convincing her to go back inside, I stood huddling in my coat, wrapped up with a sense of terrible guilt, as I watched Stone and Nate finish salting the parking lot. I then hopped into my truck to—slowly—back it into its spot. It was still icy, and my tires wanted to spin, but between the salt and the weight of the vehicle, I could keep traction. With some effort, the others also got Mark, the dishwasher from Café Lisette, out of the ditch.

      Once the truck was parked, I rejoined them, hoping to help clear the broken beer bottles, but Stone’s staff had already seen to it. Bending, I looked at the mess. The faint smell of gingerbread still lingered in the air. I picked up a loose beer label and stuffed it into my pocket.

      “Stone,” I began again, standing once more. “I really am sorry. I’ll pay you back. I might not be able to pay you all at once, but… just let me know how much.”

      Stone considered for a moment, then asked, “Maybe we can work something out. The noise ordinance.”

      I had been weighing that very thing. My guilt wracked me. I didn’t want to give Stone trouble, I really didn’t. Especially not now that I had eviscerated who knew how many dollars’ worth of imported beer, but we’d made a deal. He was the one who had backed out. “Are you going to reschedule the band?”

      Stone frowned, his handsome features going from open to closed in an instant. “I can’t. I can’t afford the loss, Paige.”

      “Then I have to bring up the ordinance,” I told him, feeling sick to my stomach.

      “I’ll let the bottles go if you drop the ordinance.”

      “It’s not that simple. If you keep your promise and move the band night, I won’t bring it up.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Then I have to, Stone,” I said, not wanting to engage in this fight anymore.

      Stone had a strange expression on his face, an odd mix of frustration and something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on. “Then you can expect a bill for these damages—due immediately.”

      “Stone.”

      “Don’t bring up the ordinance.”

      A flicker of anger rose up in me. “Change the band night.”

      Stone shook his head. “I’m glad you’re all right, Paige. I really am. And I do appreciate the way you look out for Oliver. But you’re making things harder than they need to be. Can’t you compromise for just one night, all things considered?”

      “We made a deal. You promised me.”

      “Then I guess I need to file a claim on my insurance and write up an invoice for the bottles.”

      “Fine. Then I guess I’ll see you at the meeting,” I retorted.

      “Fine,” Stone retorted, then went back inside, slamming the door to the pub closed behind him.

      Frustrated by the turn of events, I made my way back to the bookstore. Rather than go to the front, I slipped into my small office in the back. I hung my coat and sat down at my desk.

      Guilt nagged at me. I was the one responsible for him being out of those imported drinks. That was on me. With a heavy sigh, I set my head down on my desk. I wanted to make this right, but Stone wasn’t budging. I didn’t want him to lose his business. I wouldn’t want that to happen to anyone. But he was the one who had broken the deal, not me. If he had just talked to me… I sighed heavily. There was also Oliver to consider. I loved that little boy. And I hated all of this.

      After taking a few moments to center myself, I pulled out my phone and dialed a number.

      The line on the other end rang and rang and rang. Finally, an ancient voice answered on the other end. “Redbone residence. Zora Redbone speaking.”

      “Mother Redbone, this is Paige Daniels.”

      “Miss Daniels. I wondered who would be ringing my line. How are you, my young scribe?”

      “I’m very well. I was wondering if we could talk?”

      “Of course. I’ll have lunch set for tomorrow at noon.”

      “Oh, I… All right.”

      “Very well, Miss Daniels. I’ll see you then. Have a pleasant evening,” she said then hung up.

      Chuckling, I set down my phone.

      I didn’t want to ask Mother Redbone to change the date of her talk, but maybe if I explained why I was asking, she’d consider it. I only feared she would cancel completely, then all my efforts would be for nothing. And now, I had to work out with Marilla how I could slip away tomorrow for what would no doubt be a long lunch—on hot chocolate story hour day.

      Ugh, Stone Schneider, why did you have to be such a pain?
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      Marilla and I worked the rest of the day attending to customers, stocking for the holidays, and preparing supplies for the Christmas market. The week was beginning to be a blur. I’d already hired two part-time seasonal workers, college students from the English department who were regulars in the shop, to help run the booth. The Chancellor Yuletide Christmas Bazaar was one of the most fun festivals of the year. The whole town participated, with events happening in every corner of the little village. From ice wine tasting, sleigh rides, ice skating, showings of The Nutcracker and A Christmas Carol at the Elenora Hunter Playhouse, ice sculpture carvings, and the Christmas market booths, the event always felt like something straight out of a movie. I’d had a little booth at the market since the first year it opened. I sold an outrageous amount of holiday cards, journals, calendars, books by local artists, and other bookish goodies at the event. Thank the powers that be, Chancellor was a scholarly little town.

      With my booth settled, I just needed to get the store ready. The trees were up. Marilla had decorated the fireplace while I was gone, hanging handmade stockings with mine, hers, and Bean’s names on them. Now, I just needed to do the windows.

      I sat with a drawing pad at the counter, tapping my pencil against my paper and waiting for inspiration to strike, but the day’s events had shaken me. All I could think about was the accident, the tension between Stone and me, and all those broken bottles.

      I looked at the snow globe sitting on the counter, waiting for it to inspire me. Within the snow globe, the picturesque yellow house sat there in all its snowy glory.

      But instead…nothing.

      “That page is blank,” Marilla said as she pulled on her gloves.

      “That page or this Paige?” I asked, pointing from my tablet to myself.

      Marilla grinned. “Both.”

      I chuckled. “It’s not coming. My Halloween display was perfection. Christmas, Yule, Hanukkah, Kwanza…lots of things to celebrate, but nothing is coming to me.”

      “Don’t worry. Inspiration will strike. It always does.”

      “I know.”

      “Maybe you need to Sabrina it,” Marilla suggested with a knowing grin.

      “I ‘Sabrina’d’ that tree this morning and accidentally made it snow in the store,” I said, pointing to the Christmas tree in the corner.

      “Is that why it’s so…shiny?”

      I nodded.

      “Snow and paper do not mix.” Marilla laughed.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Oh, I picked up a piece of gossip from Leia,” Marilla told me, referring to her friend who worked at Café Lisette.

      “I thought we didn’t like gossip.”

      “We don’t, but this is special.”

      “All right.”

      “So, you know Stone is divorced, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, Stone’s been a mess since his breakup, and the business is struggling. On breaks, the servers and kitchen staff gossip together in the back parking lot. They say the brewery is in bad shape. Stone paid them late the last two pay periods, and he’s barely keeping things stocked. They’re all afraid the brewery is going under. And Jean-Pierre said he wasn’t worried about Stone holding any more VBQs because ‘he’ll be out of business by spring,’” she said, saying the last part in Jean-Pierre’s French accent.

      “That bad?”

      Marilla nodded. “That’s the word on the street.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      Marilla shrugged. “A breakup will mess with your head,” she said, then gave me a knowing look, gesturing back to my notepad. “And your creativity. I think you might be able to understand that. Snow in the shop…”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yeah,” Marilla agreed, then flung her scarf around her shoulder dramatically. “Why don’t you take your inspiration from the classics? Surely, there is something there. Dickens?”

      “A Christmas Carol. That’s not a bad idea.”

      “See, you just needed proper literary inspiration. All right. I’m off. Should I ask about what you plan to do at the meeting?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then I’ll see you tomorrow. I bought Santa-shaped marshmallows for hot chocolate hour.”

      I grinned. “The kids will love that.”

      “So they will. Ta,” she called, then turned and left.

      It was an hour until closing, and the store was quiet. I turned back to my drawing pad, writing Scrooge at the top, then doodling a few ideas but mostly trying to ignore the confusion I felt over what to do about Stone. The truth was, I really liked that handsome tapster, and I loved his little boy. After that incident with Grandma D, I had felt drawn to him. He’d been so gentle with her, so careful. He really listened when she talked, not just pretending. I’d loved seeing the two of them laughing together. He’d put a Donald Duck bandage on her knee. She still chuckled about that. Now… With a sigh, I pulled out my phone, planning to snap some pics of the shop to post on social media—my go-to task when I was mulling something over—when a piece of paper slipped from my pocket.

      It was the label from the beer bottle.

      I picked it up and read it over. Most of the writing was in German. Pulling up my translator app, I punched in the description of the beer.

      When I did—when I saw the words—an idea dawned on me.

      Maybe. Just maybe.

      Checking the time, I went to the front, flipped over the closed sign, and locked the door.

      Leaving the lights on over the front windows, which currently showed my autumn and Thanksgiving displays, I flipped off the rest of the lights and then made my way to the storeroom, Bean following along.

      “Want to make some magic?” I asked her.

      Meow.

      “Good. Let’s give it a try.”

      In the storeroom, I spotted all the goods Marilla and I had prepared for the Christmas market. Along with those were boxes of books and other merchandise for the shop.

      Finding a spot with a lot of empty space—just in case of snow again—I closed my eyes and tried to center myself. I inhaled deeply and slowly, catching the perfume of the books and the leftover cinnamon sticks sitting in a bag nearby. I felt deep within myself, opening that tome of magic in me once more.

      I looked down at Bean seated next to me, her green-gold eyes shimmering.

      “Ready?”

      Meow.

      I took a deep breath once more. Exhaling slowly, I then read:

      “Authentic Black Forest Gingerbread Beer. Made from an ancient recipe brewed deep in the heart of the Black Forest comes rich, velvety beer sure to enhance your holiday lack of sadness.” Lack of sadness, okay, that’s got to be a translation issue. “This gingerbread brew, with hints of orange and anise, is sure to devastate your tongue with the flavors of the holidays.” Devastate is an odd word choice. “From the Wagner Brew House. Quantity, one.”

      Strongly envisioning the beer bottle, I stepped back and let the spell work its magic. A whirlwind of golden light shimmered on top of a nearby box. Within it, I saw the words I had spoken. They twisted in a magical, glimmering spiral, the words breaking apart into letters that floated off into the ether. I smelled the sweet scents of gingerbread, orange, and anise in the air. The soft sound of German accordion music sounded just a moment before fading. And then, in a cascade of blinding light, a single bottle of beer appeared.

      Lifting the label in my hand, I compared it to the bottle. It was exactly the same.

      I didn’t love beer, but I figured I had to try. When I picked up the bottle, it was cold to the touch. Nice. The cap had one of those fancy metal latches holding a small cork inside. No wonder the beer was so expensive. I popped it open and immediately smelled gingerbread, just as I had when the bottles had broken.

      This could actually work.

      Setting the bottle to my lips, I took a sip.

      And immediately went into a coughing spasm.

      “Oh my god,” I told Bean between heaving coughs. “Ah, gah,” I cried, setting the bottle aside as I rushed back into the store to grab some water.

      Bean raced behind me.

      Tears were streaming down my eyes as the pungent-beyond-words flavors of ginger and anise burned my tongue and made my eyes and nose run.

      I grabbed a bottle of water and finished it off, but still, my tongue burned.

      Dropping to my knees, I flung open the small refrigerator below the counter, looking inside for anything. Finding my leftover sandwich from lunch, I hurriedly ate it, hoping the bread would get rid of the taste. Still, my mouth felt like it was on fire. I grabbed one of Marilla’s small containers of oat milk. That, finally, started to calm the burn—no, devastation—taking place in my mouth.

      “Stupid translator,” I told Bean as I wiped the tears from my eyes. “It did devastate my mouth!”

      Feeling sorry for me, Bean climbed onto my legs and then rubbed her head to my chin.

      “I am a terrible witch,” I said, then laughed. “I almost poisoned myself.”

      Meow.

      “I know,” I told her, scratching her behind the ears. “You are the one spell that worked out just perfectly. I have never made anything better my whole life,” I said, then hugged the cat.

      Bean purred happily in reply.

      One lonely night after I’d moved Grandma D to Orchard House, I had read a quaint little story about a woman who used to take bike rides with her cat, the cat sitting in the basket at the front of the bike. My desire to have a furry friend like that was so strong that I did something my coven later told me I should not have done—I manifested the cat into existence by reading the story aloud, using my magic.

      The following day, I opened the front door to find a tiny black kitten with bright greenish-yellow eyes, just like the one in the story, sitting on my doorstep. By all appearances, she was just a normal kitten. She grew and behaved like a normal cat, hairballs and litter box disasters and all. Maybe it had just been a coincidence, but I knew my magic had created Bean. Since that day, we’d been inseparable.

      Pressing my cheek against her fur, I sighed. “Maybe I was just meant to make you. One perfect spell,” I said, hugging the cat, who purred loudly in my ear. “You and me, Miss Bean, to the end.”
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      I stood outside the Chancellor Chamber of Commerce meeting doors and inhaled deeply. I was prepared to defend myself. I had no choice, but still, I hated the idea that I’d become that guy. The nuisance. The bad neighbor. In Chancellor, community was everything, and I was about to be on the losing side of that discussion. I’d become Bedford Falls’ Mr. Potter for Chancellor. The thought made me feel ill.

      I entered quietly. The room was already filled with people. At the front, I saw the assembled chamber members. As well, Horatio Hunter, the Executive Director of the Chancellor Arts Council, was there. Tonight, he would discuss the stipend for the holiday decorating contest. I also spotted his father, Aaron Hunter, owner of the Blushing Grape Vineyards. Mr. Hunter was talking to his daughter, Viola, who had returned from abroad to open Blushing Girl Spa and Perfumery last year. The mayor, the president of Chancellor College, and some of the town elders were not far from them.

      I scanned the room, spotting many of the other business owners. Finally, I saw Paige sitting alongside Tess, the antique shop owner in the alleyway.

      She must have felt me looking at her because she looked over her shoulder at me.

      Her eyes looked red and puffy. Had she been crying? Suddenly, all thoughts of the tension between us vanished. Why would Paige be crying? She gave me a half-smile, then turned back.

      My emotions a jumble, I took a seat beside Kim and Jim Roman, owners of the bicycle shop and two of the few friends I had left in the alley.

      “Stone,” Kim said, elbowing Jim to move down. “We just got our snow tires in. You going to do the Winter Fat Tire Ride this year?”

      I nodded. “Hoping to.”

      “Oliver joining you?” Jim asked.

      I smiled, thinking of my sweet bookish boy. “Haven’t been able to get him into it yet. Hey, did Paige Daniels stop by your shop today?”

      Kim shook her head. “I didn’t see her. Did you?” she asked her husband.

      “No,” he replied. “She hasn’t been by since she dropped off her flyers last week. Why?”

      “I… We had tension over noise again.”

      Jim and Kim looked at one another, then Jim asked, “The rock band?”

      I nodded.

      “Told you that was going to give him problems,” Kim told Jim.

      “Best be ready to run if Jean-Pierre gets involved,” Jim told me with a laugh, Kim joining him.

      I cringed, remembering how menacing the usually stoic Frenchman had looked, shaking his meat cleaver and cursing at me in French after the barbeque disaster. “Is he here?”

      Kim nodded, then pointed. “There. He’s running a crêpe stand at the market this year.”

      I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach. Tonight was about to go very badly.

      “We’re giving it a pass this year,” Jim told me. “Winter is our quiet season. You hosting a stall?”

      I nodded. “We’re doing some limited-edition brews. Beer flights. Pretzels.”

      “Jim will send you some info on the Winter Fat Tire Ride. I bet some of your guys will come. Nate, for sure. Sound good?” Kim asked.

      “Sure,” I said absently, my gaze going to Paige again. Once more, I wondered why her eyes were so red. Who had upset her like that?

      My thoughts were interrupted when Aaron Hunter called the meeting to order. I pulled out a notepad from my pocket and braced myself for the storm.

      The chamber members went over many pressing issues, such as building permit approvals, snow-removal plans, and so on. Chamber President Tootie Row discussed the opening events for the Christmas market, providing all the last-minute details regarding the event. After she was done, Horatio Hunter came to the podium.

      “Good evening, everyone. I’m here tonight to share the details of the business decorating competition this year. The Chancellor Yuletide Christmas Bazaar always brings in a crowd. Still, we want to make sure they are attracted—not just to our festival—but to your shops. That’s why the Chancellor Arts Council is offering a lucrative award for the best-decorated business this year. In partnership with our sponsor, Blushing Grape Vineyards, we will award a ten-thousand-dollar stipend to the winner of this year’s holiday decorating competition. So, bring out your twinkle lights. Let’s see windows glowing and some holiday joy everywhere we look. An email will go out later tonight with the exact scoring criteria and how you can submit your business for consideration. I’m sorry we have a tight deadline to get things decorated and submitted, but the holidays are already upon us. We’re excited to amp up the joy in Chancellor this season and give one of our great businesses a lift.”

      At that, there was a great cheer.

      “Finally, before we adjourn tonight, would anyone like to raise any new business to be considered?” she asked.

      I saw Jim and Kim look at me from the corner of my eye.

      I looked down at my notepad. At that point, I started praying that people’s weariness with being in the meeting and Horatio Hunter’s good news might lean things in my favor.

      But there was silence.

      I flicked my gaze toward Paige.

      Tess whispered something to her. Paige shook her head lightly and then looked back down at her notes.

      “Anyone?” Mrs. Row called.

      Paige said nothing.

      “All right, let’s have a vote to call the meeting to close. I’ll make the first motion.”

      “Seconded,” someone called.

      “Very well,” Tootie called, then banged the gavel. “Now, let’s go make merry, my friends. We are doing our very best to convince Good Morning America to come do a feature on Chancellor. Let’s show them why they can’t say no!”

      With that, the crowd dispersed.

      “Well, Paige didn’t say anything,” Kim said, patting my shoulder as she rose. “That’s either a very good sign or a very bad sign.”

      “We’re headed to the slopes this weekend. You?” Jim asked.

      “I wish. Slinging beer instead.”

      “You need to hire more help, Stone,” Kim told me.

      “I need to find someone willing to work for a free burger and fries,” I replied, laughing.

      “Go talk to the hospitality program at Chancellor College. Get some interns in. They’ll work for food,” Jim suggested.

      “That’s actually a good idea,” I replied.

      “Got to think outside the box when you’re trying to keep things afloat,” Jim said, tapping the side of his head. “Why else would we come up with the fat tire ride?”

      “As if that was your idea,” Kim said, teasing him. “And your head is box-shaped. That was my stroke of genius.”

      I chuckled.

      “Well, good night, Stone,” Kim told me, pulling on her jacket and motioning for her husband to head to the door. “Let’s get out of here before we have to make polite conversation with Aaron Hunter,” she told him.

      “Good idea,” Jim said. “Night, Stone,” Jim told me, then the pair headed off.

      I bided my time. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Paige bid Tess goodnight, then she headed outside. Slipping on my jacket, I made my way out. I spotted Paige walking down the sidewalk in the direction of her shop, above which was her apartment—no doubt another reason she did not enjoy the overly loud events at the brewery. Light snow was falling once more.

      “Paige,” I called, jogging to catch up with her.

      She paused, then looked back. A flicker of emotion crossed her face. Annoyance? Uncertainty? Friendliness? I wasn’t sure. After Lexi, my radar felt broken.

      She gave me a light smile. “Hey, Stone,” she said. She paused to wait for me, adjusting her scarf as she did so.

      Once I joined her, I was suddenly unsure what to say. And why did I feel like I had condors flapping around my stomach?

      “I… Can I walk you back?” I finally asked.

      She tilted her head and replied, “Umm… Sure.”

      The streets of Chancellor had already been illuminated with white twinkle lights wrapped in garlands that hung across the streets. The cast-iron streetlights were also decorated with lights, and they’d begun hanging up the wreaths that afternoon. Some of the businesses, as well, had lights up.

      “They’ve been decorated for the holidays since the day after Halloween,” Paige said with a chuckle, pointing to the small hardware store tucked in along Main Street.

      “Some people really love Christmas, I guess,” I said, unsure what else to say.

      Paige nodded.

      We walked on, but there was an unsettling silence between us.

      “Your Halloween display this year was really cool. I liked the glow-in-the-dark ghost,” I said, struggling to make conversation.

      Paige smiled. “Thanks.”

      “That was a scene from Pride and Prejudice, right? Mr. Darcy?”

      Paige raised an eyebrow at me. “It was,” she said, sounding bemused and mildly suspicious.

      I chuckled. “What? I know stuff,” I replied with a laugh. “Oliver really likes that book you gave him. Thank you for that.”

      “He’s a sweet boy. I hope you don’t mind me giving it to him.”

      “Not at all.”

      “Do you read much?”

      “When I can. I like sea adventures. You know, like Indiana Jones but underwater. I love reading about treasure hunting in the Caribbean in the middle of January in Chancellor.”

      Paige chuckled. “That’s a great genre, and I totally get your meaning on Chancellor winters,” she agreed, but then an awkward silence fell between us again.

      “So…” I began, then paused. “You didn’t bring up the ordinance.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      We had reached the corner of the alleyway, just outside Paige’s bookshop. Her windows were decorated to look like autumn wonderlands, with little red wagons full of books and pumpkins, stuffed woodland animals on a picnic, and trimmed with twinkling amber, red, and gold lights. It really was a peaceful, magical place.

      Paige stopped and then looked up at me, holding my gaze. “I… Look, we’re all just trying to make our dreams real, right? I know how hard it can be to make things work. I’m not trying to ruin your business, Stone. But it looks like you don’t care if you ruin mine or anyone else’s,” she said, gesturing down the alleyway.

      My heart dropped to my feet.

      “I…” I began but paused, unsure what to say. Her words struck my heart.

      Paige held my gaze, the look in her dark eyes revealing she expected me to say something.

      “I’m not trying—I am sorry.”

      At that, she nodded. “Yeah. Sorry. Got it. Okay then, Stone. Have a good night,” she said, then went to the door of her shop and pulled out her keys. At the sound, her cat hopped up on the ledge of the windowsill inside. It stared at me, its eyes shining like mirrors.

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets and turned to continue down the alleyway, a hundred different words trying to come out. But in the end, I didn’t say anything. The reality was settling in on me. I would have to cancel the band—a loss I couldn’t afford—if I wanted to make things right with Paige. On top of the loss of the booking fee I’d already paid to the band, I was also out the imported beer that had been damaged in the accident. Those two together, with business being down already, I was in trouble.

      I looked down the alleyway.

      Soft snow was falling. The glow of the garden lights crisscrossing the alleyway made the snow glow with an orange shimmer. I looked at the murals painted on the walls of the alleyways. Depicted among the shops as they once were was my brewery, formerly the meat-packing plant. How far I had taken the old building. But this was why I had chosen the place. This view… It was like the procession through a town leading to the castle on the hill—my castle.

      I’d picked the old plant because of the alleyway.

      They had all been there when I’d opened, cutting the ribbon and cheering me on.

      It was then I’d first noticed Paige, but Lexi and I were still together—if you could call it that—so I kept my distance. I wasn’t that guy. But after Lexi and I had split, I’d noticed Paige more and more. Currently, no boyfriend. I’d gotten out of Oliver that she’d broken it off with someone not too long ago. Always working, which I admired. Clever and creative. Quick to smile. And endlessly kind to Oliver, understanding my bookish kid better than Oliver’s mother.

      Now…

      Pausing, I looked over my shoulder.

      Paige was there at the door. Her cat had stepped outside, sniffing the snow. She’d stopped to let the animal explore but was now coaxing the creature back in. The lights from her window glowed on her face, highlighting every beautiful feature. Just before she shut the door, she turned and looked my way.

      Our gazes met for just a moment.

      Paige gave me a soft, half-broken smile, then went inside.

      At that very moment, I knew I had to make things right.

      Because more than anything, I wanted to fix that smile—forever.
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      Passing through to the back of the shop, Bean and I headed upstairs to my small apartment above the store. Having rented the space below, the owner of the building gave me a great deal on the apartment. Grandma D and I decided to sell her house after she moved to Orchard House. The money primarily went to her care at the facility, but she’d also given me a small lump sum. It had gone a long way to helping me get my business going. For that, I was eternally grateful. I was happy in my tiny apartment. It had views of both the alley and Main Street. Over the rooftops of the buildings on the opposite side of the street, I could see the lake.

      I pulled off my outdoor wear and boots, turned on a kettle for tea, refilled Bean’s food bowl, then headed to the back to slip into a pair of fluffy pajama pants and a top. After I changed, I returned to my small kitchen and fixed myself a cup of chai tea. Settling in on my couch with a blanket, I grabbed my lap desk and laptop and opened it to the draft of my children’s book: The Mischievous (but not Menacing) Elves. Seeing this as the perfect opportunity to make all the biscuits, Bean joined me.

      I looked down at the street below. Everything had taken on a bluish-silver glow under the moonlight.

      I had intended to do one more pass on chapter 3, working on the dialogue once more, but my thoughts were distracted again by Stone.

      When he’d looked back… I saw a look in his eyes I’d never seen before. He did care, and not just about the business. There was more there.

      Did he care about me?

      Me?

      Why would he care about me?

      I reached out and scratched Bean’s head, the cat purring loudly as she flipped over on her belly. “Well, Bean, what do you think of that? Did you see it too or am I imagining things?”

      She trilled lightly at me, reaching toward my face with her little paw.

      “Hmm,” I mused, then gazed back out the window once more, my eyes going to the half-frozen lake. When I caught my reflection in the glass, I was surprised to realize I was smiling.

      Do you care about him? I posed the question to myself, and the answer my heart whispered in reply surprised even me.

      Yes.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, I opened the shop as usual, then made my way to the children’s section to make sure we had everything ready for hot chocolate story time. Aside from visiting author night, Saturday story time was my favorite event of the week. I loved reading to the children and seeing their faces light up as my words made magic in their imaginations. I had to admit, I was nervous to try out my story on the kids, but Marilla had insisted.

      And it seemed like an excellent way to kick off the holiday reads.

      My hot chocolate bar was fully stocked—including Santa-shaped marshmallows, coloring bookmarks and pages ready, and my official Paige and Bean stickers sorted. It looked like we were good to go.

      Leaving that section of the store, I went to the back and moved some of the boxes we would need for the market. Once that was done, I unlocked the front door, flipped over the open sign, turned on the Christmas music, the sound of Eartha Kitt’s Santa Baby filling the store, and turned on the lights. The morning sunlight shone through the window, illuminating the snow globe on my counter. I lifted it, giving it a shake. The house inside was suddenly surrounded by a flurry of snow.

      An inkling of an idea for the window came to mind, but the complete form of it was just beyond my senses. I had almost snatched the magic, but the jingle bells on the front door rang, and two ladies entered, disrupting my thoughts.

      “Good morning,” I called cheerfully.

      “Morning,” one of them replied happily. “Do you happen to have any Chancellor holiday cards?”

      “I do,” I said, coming from behind the counter. “Actually, I have several boxes of them. I ran a little art competition for students early in the fall, asking for submissions. They had to make Chancellor-themed art. The winning artists are featured on the cards. And when I say winning, I mean all of them. How can you say no to budding artists?” I said with a laugh, gesturing to the cards. Hand-drawn pictures of Christmas trees, watercolor images of The Grove and the local vineyards covered in snow, penciled images of the prominent buildings in Chancellor lit up with holiday lights, and oil paintings of the lake decorated the cards. Everything had a wintery feel.

      As the ladies browsed, I restocked the bookmarks and dusted a few shelves. Once more, my gaze went to the window displays. It really was time to disassemble autumn.

      After ringing out my customers, I turned to the displays and began working. The morning passed quickly as I spent time between customers and breaking down the window displays. It was eleven when Marilla arrived to take over from me.

      “Freezing out there,” she said, her hands wrapped around to-go cups of something that smelled distinctly of chocolate and peppermint.

      “Peppermint mocha for me,” she said, setting hers on the counter, “and peppermint tea for you. Thought you might want it for the road.”

      “Thank you,” I told her with a nod. “The windows are naked. I have the ‘Bookish Beauty Coming Soon’ signs posted. I’ll get the windows ready…as soon as I get an idea.”

      Marilla chuckled. “Maybe something will come to you on the road.”

      “I hope so,” I said, then checked the time. “I should probably get going. Mother Redbone expects promptness.”

      “As she should,” Marilla said with a laugh. “Just keep an eye on the time for story hour. I will not be happy if you accidentally get late and can’t read your book today.”

      “There is always The Night before Christmas…just in case.”

      “No ‘just in case.’ Be here.”

      “I’ll be here,” I reassured her. “Everything else is ready.”

      “Then, I’ve got it from here. Now, be gone!”

      I chuckled, then picked up the tea Marilla had purchased for me. “Thank you again,” I told her.

      “Fair lady,” she said with a mock bow. “Ah, speaking of fair… The meeting. Noise ordinance?”

      “I…I didn’t bring it up.”

      Marilla smirked. “Curiouser and curiouser. But I’m not surprised.”

      “No?”

      “For one, you’re too nice.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “And two…”

      “Two?”

      “Bike shorts.”

      I laughed. “Okay, Marilla,” I said, giving her a look.

      She shrugged. “What? The shorts are nice, and he also has the cutest child on the face of the planet, and he was super kind to Grandma D, but I also saw how he looked at you after your accident in the parking lot.”

      “Looked at me how?”

      “Worried…nervous… Glad you were okay. Like, more glad than he should have been. There was a spark.”

      “Spark? With Stone? No.”

      “No?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “No. He’s so…” Handsome. Frustrating. Adorable. Annoying. Likeable. “…irksome.”

      “Irksome. Interesting word choice, my bookish witch. Irksome indeed.”

      I rolled my eyes at her, trying to hide my conflicted feelings. “Call if you need anything,” I told her. “And thanks again for the tea.”

      Marilla grinned. “Careful on the road. Don’t want to bump into anyone else too irksome.”

      Shaking my head, I made my way to the back, stopping to grab a basket of goods for Mother Redbone from the apartment steps, then went out to the back parking lot. Stone’s jeep was parked outside. The parking lot was well-salted that morning, so there were no worries of slipping. But Marilla was right, it was freezing. I slipped into my SUV and started the engine, putting my hands on the heat vents and praying they would heat faster. Once the window defrosted, I set off toward Mother Redbone’s house.

      I set off along the lake, passing Orchard House, and turning from the main road onto a nearly hidden lane covered in snow. The road to Mother Redbone’s house was iffy even in the summer. The trees hung over the road, and the old dirt lane was never mowed. In the winter, it was all snow. Shifting the SUV to all-wheel drive, I carefully crept to the lakefront cottage. The wooden house, built by Mother Redbone’s ancestors, sat on the lakeside. Smoke puffed from the chimney. I parked the SUV and grabbed the basket on the seat, then checked the time. It was eleven-fifty.

      Perfect.

      I made my way to the house and then knocked on the door.

      It took some time before the door finally opened, revealing a tiny woman on the other side wrapped in a knitted shawl, her glasses perched on her nose.

      “Miss Daniels,” she said, gesturing for me to come in. “Welcome. Come in out of that cold.”

      “Thank you, Mother Redbone,” I said, hurrying inside.

      She waited patiently for my coat, then pointed to some slippers. “Warmed those by the fire for you.”

      I chuckled. “That’s very kind. Thank you. My grandma used to do the same, had them warming for me when I got home from school,” I said. “And this is for you,” I told her, handing her the basket. I suddenly worried it would be too heavy, with Mother Redbone being such a tiny thing. But she took it with ease, looking through the basket as I pulled off my boots and slipped my feet into the slippers.

      “Delores sent me some applesauce, did she?” Mother Redbone asked, lifting the glass jar Grandma D had sent from Orchard House.

      “She did.”

      “Faerie fruits,” Mother Redbone said with a laugh. “Oh, and a box of chocolates,” she added with a wide smile. “Those are nice. And what are these?” she asked, plucking out a pair of knitted socks.

      “From Marilla,” I told her. The socks had been knitted with the faces of raccoons on them. “She’s all about raccoons these days. She even got a little tattoo of a raccoon sitting on a pile of books reading and drinking tea.”

      Mother Redbone laughed. “Well, I’ll be. Bless her hands,” she said then pulled out a small writing journal with a painting of the old waterwheel by The Grove. “Oh, this is very nice,” she said.

      “I plan to sell the journals at the Christmas market this year.”

      “That old waterwheel has many stories attached to it. Well, go on and wash up. I’ll get the table set. You look hungry.”

      “I came hungry.”

      Mother Redbone laughed. “Good.”

      I excused myself to the washroom just down the book-lined hallway of the little house. There, I tidied up and then made my way back to the main room, pausing to glance at the spines of the old, beautiful hardback books lining the walls. Tomes on ancient history and folklore abounded. I could spend days in Mother Redbone’s house just reading. I used to love coming here with Grandma D as a little girl. It was partly what had instilled in me a love of books.

      I made my way back to the front of the small cabin. The kitchen, dining area, and living space of the house were all in one room. A cozy fire burning in the fireplace kept everything nice and warm. Like the hallway, one whole wall of the living room was a built-in bookshelf with hundreds of old books. The house smelled heavenly. The dried bunches of herbs hanging from the timbers overhead gave off faint whiffs of mint, sage, and lavender under the scent of freshly baked bread.

      “Tuck in, tuck in,” she told me as she set honey and butter on the table. Turning back to her ancient cast-iron stove, she grabbed a basket covered with a tea towel and placed the basket of sourdough bread rolls between us.

      “Are you sure I can’t help?”

      “You are my guest, Miss Daniels.”

      I settled myself in and watched as Mother Redbone prepared us two giant bowls of potato soup. She set the first before me, then placed another at her own seat and sat down. Steam spiraled from the bowls, filling the air with the savory scents of the soup. Along with the cream, butter, potato, sour cream, and cheesy goodness, I also smelled rosemary and parsley.

      “My doctor told me I shouldn’t eat so many carbohydrates,” Mother Redbone told me, taking the roll from the basket and passing it to me. “I told her I’m one-hundred-and-three, so I will eat as I please. But to make her happy, I added some bacon to the soup.”

      I laughed. “It smells delicious.”

      “Simple. Simple food. That’s what I like. Eat up, young lady.”

      I tore open my bread, the yeasty-smelling steam escaping it. Snatching the butter, I slathered it across the top, watching it disappear as it melted.

      That first bite…heaven.

      We passed the lunch chatting about all manner of small things, Mother Redbone asking about the goings-on in town and about Grandma D’s health. When we were done, I helped Mother Redbone clear the plates.

      “Go on to the couch. I’ll bring you some cherry cobbler. I always eat my dessert on the couch. No sense being uncomfortable when you’re eating something sweet.”

      “Are you sure I can’t help you?”

      “Go on,” she told me again, patting my arm.

      I went to the living room and set my gaze on the bookshelves, my fingertips running across the spines.

      “Just like when you were a little girl,” she said with a laugh.

      I smiled. “It’s entirely your fault I own a bookshop, you know.”

      “Well, at least I’ve finally been blamed for something good.”

      I was looking through the books in the homesteading section when I spotted a worn tome whose title got my attention: Homecrafting Beer.

      I pulled the book from the shelf. The pages were yellow, and the old typeset faded, but in the table of contents was list upon list of unique brews. From oranges to honey, the recipes were unusual. Then, I spotted it: Christmas Night Gingerbread Brew.

      Handling the book carefully, I flipped to the page. The book was so old, the binding felt like it might fall apart in my hands.

      But there it was.

      A recipe for a small batch brew of beer.

      “Mother Redbone, may I borrow this one?” I asked, closing the book and showing her the front.

      “Taking up brewing?” she asked.

      “No, but I think a friend would like it. I promise to be careful.”

      She nodded. “Go ahead with it. That was one of Art’s. He used to make the best lemon ale. In a town full of winos, we always enjoyed our beer on the back porch in the summer, watching the sun go down over the lake.”

      I laughed. “I love that. Thank you so much. I’ll get it back to you in good condition.”

      “I have no doubt of that,” she said, then crossed the room with two big bowls in her hands. “Put a splash of heavy cream on it,” she told me, setting my dessert on the coffee table.

      I joined her there, the both of us taking our bowls and getting a bite.

      The flavors of cherry and sweet brown sugar melded on my tongue.

      “Perfection,” I told her.

      Mother Redbone chuckled.

      “Now, eat sweet, talk sweet. Why did you drive out all this way, Miss Daniels?”

      Setting my bowl down, I said, “I have a quandary. The night you are coming to the shop, another vendor in the alleyway has scheduled a loud venue, and I can’t get him to change it. He has a lot of money invested in the event, and his business is doing poorly. I’m unsure what to do.”

      “Hmm,” Mother Redbone mused. “Didn’t you say you had arrangements with the other businesses in your alleyway for Wednesday-night events? Didn’t they promise quiet?”

      “Yes. They did.”

      “Then how did that happen?”

      “Well,” I said, then paused. “The other vendor broke his agreement with me.”

      “Ah,” she said, then took another bite, nodding her head as she chewed and considered.

      “I was thinking maybe we should move our event.”

      “I see,” she said, tapping her spoon on the side of the bowl as she thought about it. She smiled and then said, “No, I don’t think I will. I’ll be there next Wednesday, as planned.”

      I opened my mouth to convince her once more, then thought better of it. “Of course.”

      She gestured to my bowl, motioning for me to eat again. “And your craft? How is your spellcraft coming along?”

      Being the foremost expert in Chancellor lore, Mother Redbone naturally knew all about the witches in Chancellor—and their history—even if she didn’t practice herself.

      “Bzzzz,” I said, imitating frying electricity. “A mess.”

      Mother Redbone chuckled. “Something’s not right in your life. Get your spirit straight, and you’ll be fine. Chancellor’s magic only finds those who deserve it. Always been that way. It will serve you as long as you’re right with yourself.”

      I smiled at her. “Thank you. I hope so.”

      She chuckled. “It’s Chancellor, my girl. Magic always finds a way.”

      When we were done, I collected our dirty bowls—to Mother Redbone’s protests—and quickly washed up the lunch dishes before preparing to head out once more.

      “Hot chocolate story hour,” Mother Redbone said, nodding. “I like the sound of that,” she told me after I filled her in on the event’s details.

      “Want to come?”

      “Not today,” she told me with a wink. Not today was the answer she always gave me, so imagine my surprise when she finally said yes to coming into the store for an event—which she was unwilling to change.

      Picking up the book on brewing, I gently placed it in my bag and then pulled on my coat. When I was done, I hugged Mother Redbone and kissed her on both cheeks and then on both hands. “Bless your hands for that fine meal.”

      She chuckled. “I am glad of the company.”

      “I’ll see you on Wednesday. I’ll be out to pick you up before the event. Do you need me to bring anything?”

      “Only yourself.”

      “Marilla is making a list of questions she wants to ask you. Brace yourself in advance.”

      At that, Mother Redbone laughed and then walked me to the door.

      “Take care,” I told her again. “And call me if you need anything.”

      She merely waved for me to go on.

      Heading back outside, I slipped into my SUV, carefully setting my bag on the passenger seat. Mother Redbone paused to brush off her front step with her old straw broom, then waved goodbye to me.

      I carefully turned and then made my way back down the lane.

      So, Mother Redbone wouldn’t change her date. I wouldn’t argue with her over that. The only problem was that I had to go back to Stone and ask for his help—again.

      A prospect about which I now had very mixed feelings.

      I didn’t want to argue.

      More than anything, I really didn’t want to argue with Stone.

      The prospect of it made me feel sick.

      Because when I thought of him, my emotions were upside down and now included a fluttering heart.

      Spark, indeed.
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      I woke up to the feeling of someone snuggling into the bed beside me. Oliver’s warm body pushed in beside mine, but I could tell by his breathing that he wasn’t asleep. A moment later, I heard the tell-tale sound of flipping pages.

      “Still in Narnia?” I asked, struggling to open my eyes.

      “No, I finished that book.”

      “What are you reading now?”

      “Little House on the Prairie.”

      “Again?”

      “Mm-hmm. Did you know they used to make soap with animal fats and lye?”

      “Is that so?”

      “Lye is a base chemical. Some people think it’s an acid, but it isn’t. Still, it can burn your hands.”

      “Shouldn’t you be downstairs watching cartoons? It’s Saturday,” I said, turning over to look at him.

      Oliver paused, then lowered his book to look at me. “Why would I do that?”

      I chuckled. “Never mind.”

      “Today is hot chocolate story time at Paige and Bean. Can I go?”

      “What do you do at hot chocolate story time?” I asked.

      “Paige or Marilla reads us a story, and they have a hot chocolate bar. I like the peppermint sticks they put in the hot chocolate. Oh, and Paige promised to read her book this time.”

      “Her book?”

      Oliver nodded. “Yeah, she’s an author. She’s been writing books for kids. This one is about elves.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      Oliver nodded. “Paige is so nice. And funny. She always has some kind of funny book joke. What does a book do when it’s cold?”

      “I don’t know. What?”

      “It puts on its jacket!”

      At that, I chuckled. “Good one.”

      “I have a little spot where I read in the store. Paige made it up just for me. It’s beside their fake fireplace but not far from the register. I think she put it there so she can make sure I don’t get kidnapped. A couple of times, she made me lunch. She lives right upstairs, you know. She makes good grilled cheese, too. She even puts pickles on it for me. Oh, and then there is Marilla. She works at the store too. She does LARPing. She dresses up as an elf Viking. I told her those two things don’t go together, but she didn’t mind. She’s always funny.”

      “Marilla is the one with the red glasses?”

      Oliver nodded.

      “I didn’t realize you were spending so much time in the bookstore.”

      “Yeah, I always go there when you and Chrissy get too busy. But don’t worry, Daddy, I always tell someone before I go. If you’re busy, I let Chrissy know. If Chrissy is busy, I let Nate know. I always find someone,” he said with a laugh.

      The fact that Paige was quietly looking after my son while I was busy—and his mother was nowhere to be seen—struck me with such force I felt like I’d run into a brick wall. I didn’t know Oliver was leaving the restaurant. I was a horrible father, and Paige was looking after my boy, nurturing and loving on him, while I ran around completely blind.

      What had happened to me?

      Paige was busy taking care of Oliver while I spiraled downward like a desperate person, breaking my promises. A man’s word was supposed to mean something. What kind of man had I become?

      I had to cancel the band.

      I would cancel the band.

      Snatching my phone from the nightstand, I realized I needed to get ready to go.

      “Need to shower. What about you, little man? When did you take a bath last?”

      “The day before yesterday.”

      “Hmm, let me see. Stinky or not?” I asked, then stuck my nose into his neck and gave him a whiff.

      “Daddy,” Oliver squealed, trying to get away from me.

      I looked behind his ears. “No potatoes growing there yet. Clean enough for today, but you will definitely need a bath tonight.”

      “All right. I’ll pack up my backpack and get changed,” he said, hopping out of bed. He was still dressed in his dinosaur pajamas.

      “And brush your teeth.”

      “And brush my teeth. Mom always forgets to tell me to brush my teeth, so I remember by myself. Don’t worry, Daddy. I won’t forget when I’m with her for Christmas.”

      At that, my heart sank. “Buddy, I have something to tell you.”

      Looking perplexed, Oliver sat back down. “What’s wrong, Daddy?”

      “Nothing’s wrong, but you’ll stay with me for Christmas this year. Your mom and Eric are going on a trip. She won’t be able to take you with her. She’s sorry, though. And she promises to send lots of presents.” I hoped. Otherwise, I’d be stuck buying gifts and putting her name on them just like I’d done last year.

      Oliver stared at me. For a moment, his eyes grew watery with unshed tears. He blinked hard, pushing them away. “It’s okay, Daddy. We’ll have fun together.”

      “Yes, we will.”

      “Maybe you can come to story time with me today.”

      “Sure. Of course.”

      “Good,” he said, hopping out of bed again. “You can hear Paige’s book.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “I’m going to go brush now.”

      “Okay. I’ll meet you in the kitchen. Oatmeal or oatmeal?”

      Oliver laughed. “With brown sugar and cinnamon?”

      “Deal.”

      With that, Oliver hurried down the hallway. I sat a moment, processing what had happened. My heart hurt. To watch Oliver bury his pain like that… It was too much. Maybe it was time Lexi and I talked about custody again because I never, ever wanted anyone to hurt my son like that.

      I had been a distracted dad for too long.

      So fixated on my work, trying to make sure I could afford to buy Oliver what he needed, I’d forgotten the most important thing—him. It was time to put my focus back where it belonged, on being a good dad…and a good man.

      Picking up my phone, I looked through the contacts, spotting the name Kat Vance, the lead singer of Lipstick Chainsaw.

      It was time start anew.

      Right now.
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      There was a knock on my office door, then Nate stuck his head inside.

      “Hey, boss. Still on the phone?”

      I shook my head, straightened the papers I’d been going over, then rose. “No, all done. Just trying to finish some things up this morning.”

      “Chrissy and I were brainstorming about the Christmas decorating thing, and we have an idea.”

      “Good, ’cause I have nothing.”

      “Well, I have all those left-over strings of lights from my wedding this summer. Why don’t we put some Christmas trees in the biergarten and light them up? Chrissy’s dad has a bunch of ugly trees out at the tree farm he was going to burn. We could decorate the porch and then put the rest in the windows. You know, make our own holiday Black Forest.”

      “That is an awesome idea.”

      “Thanks,” Nate said, then eyed the paperwork and my phone lying on my desk. “Lexi again?”

      I shook my head. “I canceled Lipstick Chainsaw. I was on the phone with the radio station, scratching the promo plugs, seeing if I could get some money back.”

      “You called it off?”

      I nodded. “We need to take down the promo flyers, and I’ll hit social media to share the news.”

      Nate paused a moment. I tried to read the expression on his face, but it was unclear. Suddenly, I felt bad. Was he counting on the tips?

      “Sorry, Nate. I know it would have been a good money night, but—”

      “No. Not that. I’m just…I’m glad. It’s better this way. Since the barbeque, things have been different in the alleyway. I know money is tight. We all understand, but this wasn’t the right move. We’ll come up with something else. Half-priced wings?”

      “An extra happy hour?”

      “I’ll talk to the kitchen and see what we can think of. We’ll find a way to get things going again, Stone.”

      “The right way.”

      Nate nodded. “The right way.”

      “Thank you, Nate. For all of it…”

      Nate gave me a soft smile. “No problem, boss.”

      My phone dinged. It was almost three. “I’ll head down to talk to Paige, let her know. Oliver is already there for her story hour. Will you be okay until I get back?”

      “Lunch rush is done. Just preparing for dinner,” he said, then grinned knowingly. “Yeah, good idea. Go talk to Paige.”

      “About the band.”

      “Right. About the band.”

      “Nate…”

      Nate shrugged. “Vibe is vibe, my friend.”

      “She hates me.”

      “Does she? That wasn’t the feeling I got. But I guess you’ll see.” At that, Nate winked then left.

      Grabbing my coat, I snatched up one of the blue flyers, wrote the word canceled across the front in marker, and stuck it into my pocket. I made my way out of the front door and down the alleyway.

      As I went, I saw Jean-Pierre in the window of his restaurant, working on his own holiday decoration, a snow-covered Eiffel tower statue decorated with twinkling lights. When I met his gaze, he glared at me and muttered to himself. I could almost hear him cursing through the glass.

      I went farther down the lane, passing Tess’s antique shop. In her window, she was re-creating a 1950s living room, complete with a tinsel-covered Christmas tree, the infamous leg lamp from A Christmas Story, and other kitsch décor. She waved to me.

      Well, at least one person in the alleyway didn’t hate me.

      Hopefully, I was about to make that two.

      As I walked, Catsanova appeared out of nowhere. The raggedy old ginger, his one ear chipped from a scrap long past, walked alongside me as if he was escorting me down the alleyway.

      “Well, King Catsanova, who are you off wooing this morning?” I asked the tomcat.

      He trilled at me in reply.

      “Hmm,” I answered. “You have your pick of the ladies, don’t you? I’m just after one. Assuming she stops hating me. If you want to give up the nightlife, you could come back to the cabin with Oliver and me. Bachelor pad. Lots of scraps. Not as many ladies, but your beans won’t freeze this winter.”

      At that, Catsanova trilled at me once more then hopped onto one of the benches across from Paige’s store and set about grooming himself.

      “Think about it,” I told him, then turned toward the shop. Through the windows, I could see it was busy inside.

      I entered the bookstore slowly, finding a crowd of kids and parents in the bookstore’s children’s section.

      Paige was settling into a rocking chair beside her fireplace, printed papers in her hands. She rolled them nervously, then made small talk with the parents. Was she nervous about sharing her book? A group of older ladies from the Chancellor Chamber of Commerce joined Paige, encouraging her, then stepped back.

      “So, friends,” Paige said with a smile. “Ready to meet some mischievous, but not menacing, elves?”

      The crowd cheered.

      Oliver was sitting at the front. He turned back, scanning the audience assembled there. When he spotted me, he waved. The smile on his face also showed a hint of relief. We had planned to meet here at story time. Had he been worried I wasn’t going to come?

      Of course he was.

      Because if it had been Lexi, she wouldn’t have been there.

      I pointed to a spot by the register, letting Oliver know where I would be.

      Marilla, the other girl who worked in the shop, was leaning on the counter. I joined her.

      “Hi, Stone,” she said, greeting me. “There’s Oliver,” she said, pointing. “Front row, as always.”

      I eyed my son once more. He was sitting cross-legged in front of Paige, all buttoned up in the Christmas sweater Chrissy’s mom had made for him. The bookstore’s resident cat, Bean, had curled up in a ball on his lap.

      Reaching into my pocket, I set the flyer on the counter for Marilla to see.

      She looked it over, then grinned. Turning, she reached out to fist-bump me. “Good on you,” she whispered. “Now, pluck up your courage and ask her on a date.”

      “Really?” I mouthed quietly.

      “Really,” she whispered in reply, then turned back.

      Paige cleared her throat and then started reading. “The worst night of Toadie’s life happened on Christmas Eve,” she began, a smile on her face. There was a glow all about Paige, a warm kind of sparkle. The sounds in the room quieted, and the light seemed to dim, shining only on her.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the three old women from the Chancellor Chamber of Commerce looking at me, but I didn’t care.

      All I saw were Paige…and Oliver.

      My son’s eyes shone as he clung to her every word.

      Paige Daniels.

      Where have you been all my life?
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      “When Winkie, Toadie, and Tinsel realized what they had done, they were affright! All of the family’s holiday decorations were ruined. Everything had come undone,” I read with a sad shake of my head. I looked up briefly, seeing the childrens’ eyes were wide.

      Continuing, I read, “‘The Christmas tree is on fire!’” Tinsel screamed.

      “‘Christmas tree down!’ Toadie called, jumping into action with a fire extinguisher twice his size. He raced toward the tree, dousing it—and all the ornaments, lights, and the remaining presents under it—in a heavy coat of white, flame-retardant goo!”

      “Oh no,” one of the kids cried.

      “Ugh!” Oliver yelled with a laugh. “Why, Toadie? Why?”

      I chuckled. “Why, indeed?” I asked, my gaze going across the crowd of parents and other children. My nervousness had been all for nothing, as Marilla had assured me. Everyone loved the story about my mischievous elves, including the elders of my coven, who’d come to hear me read. Tootie, Violet, and Betty smiled encouragingly at me.

      But I was surprised to spot one face in the crowd. Standing at the counter beside Marilla was Stone, who was smiling softly at me.

      Stone never came into the shop. If anyone came for Oliver, it was usually Chrissy. For the longest time, Marilla and I thought Oliver was Chrissy’s son until we learned about Stone and his ex, Lexi. I’d never met nor even seen Oliver’s mom—which told me everything I needed to know about her.

      I raised a questioning eyebrow at Stone.

      In reply, Stone lifted one of his bright blue flyers, the word CANCELED clearly written on it.

      He smiled at me.

      He had canceled the event.

      He’d canceled it.

      For me.

      He had canceled the event for me.

      My heart pounded in my chest. I had felt something for Stone under all the annoyance and frustration. There was a man in there who was hurting, but a good man. A kind man. Oliver was the way he was because of his dad. I wanted to know that man. Clearing my throat, I turned back to my story and continued, but now I was shaken—in a good way, at least. With a smile plastered on my lips, I kept reading.

      But as I did, I felt something strange within me. That magical tome within me had flung open.

      Why? That made no sense? I wasn’t trying to cast.

      Feeling my magic swell in me, I read on. But all around the room, I saw a glow of magic light. My words seemed to be floating in the air, the letters breaking apart. The air glimmered with incandescent light.

      I continued.

      “Just then, the parents flipped on the upstairs light.

      “‘Who’s down there?’ the father called.

      “Winkie, Toadie, and Tinsel exchanged a glance.

      “‘Dive!’ Toadie yelled, tossing the fire extinguisher and jumping between the couch cushions.

      “Winkie raced to the bookshelf and shimmied up the books, slipping behind them.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, on a bookshelf behind the kids, I saw something small dart quickly around the shelf. Then, one of the books moved as if it had been pushed forward by something behind it.

      I could sense the kids looking at me expectantly, waiting for me to continue reading.

      I refocused.

      “Tinsel grabbed the bottom of the stocking hanging by the fireplace and scrambled up and into the sock,” I read. Nearby, I saw Bean’s stocking by my own fireplace wiggle in the air as if something was moving inside it.

      For the love of all things good, had I manifested my elves?

      I looked at Marilla, but she was simply smiling. She hadn’t noticed.

      My gaze went to the three ladies from my coven.

      They, on the other hand, definitely had noticed.

      Tootie gestured for me to carry on as the women moved toward the various sections of the rooms where my elves were now hiding.

      Clearing my throat, I continued. But now, I was nervous. My tiny creations were going to be scared to death. Elves! I had created elves, just like I’d created Bean. My magic had gone wonky again.

      But this time, it was my own fault. My feelings for Stone had gotten the better of me.

      Tootie took a position by the fireplace, Violet near the bookshelf.

      Now, where had Toadie gone?

      Betty was looking around, but there was no sign of the most mischievous of my elves.

      As I continued my story, sharing how the elves had narrowly escaped being found out, we came to the dramatic conclusion where the three inept elves managed to save Christmas for the family, and themselves, in the nick of time.

      At that, everyone clapped.

      “How fun was that? Let’s give it up for Paige, everyone!” Marilla called. “Huzzah!”

      “Huzzah!” the kids called with a laugh.

      I rose from the rocking chair, then gave Tootie a worried look.

      She gestured that all would be well.

      “To toast Paige’s success, I officially declare our hot chocolate bar open,” Marilla called to the children. “Come on, kiddos. Let’s get as much sugar in you as possible. Sorry, parents.”

      Everyone laughed, and the kids hurriedly ran to join her.

      Standing there, I had a moment of conflict. There were three elves—three living elves—in my shop! And Stone Schneider was standing there with a peace offering that would change everything.

      “Paige,” Oliver said, setting Bean—who had been sleeping in his lap—aside so he could reward me with a hug. He wrapped his hands around my waist. “I loved your story. You should write mischievous elves for every holiday!”

      “Thank you so much, Oliver. That would be fun, wouldn’t it?”

      “I want to have one of your books,” Oliver told me as Stone joined us. “Do you have a hardback copy?”

      I chuckled. “Well, maybe if I win the Chancellor Christmas decorating contest, I’ll have enough money to start my own publishing company.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tootie collect the wiggling Christmas stocking. Violet bent down by the bookshelf and spoke softly, coaxing the elf hidden behind the books into her bag.

      “You never told me it was so much fun in Paige’s store,” Stone told Oliver.

      “Sure, I did,” Oliver said. “That’s why I always come here.”

      Stone smiled at me and then handed me the flyer. At that exact moment, however, I noticed Bean acting strangely. The cat sat watching one of the chairs by the window. Her tail swished as she peered under the cushion.

      “Toadie,” I whispered.

      “Sorry?” Stone asked.

      I shook my head and then looked at the flyer in my hand. “I…I can’t thank you enough. Why don’t you guys get a hot chocolate?”

      Stone shifted awkwardly then pulled out his phone. “Yeah, we have a little time before we need to head over to the Christmas market. Okay,” he said, looking both confused and a little hurt.

      Ah, no! But there was a literal elf in my chair. I needed to rescue him before someone sat on him, or Bean turned him into lunch.

      I patted Oliver’s head, then joined Bean, kneeling beside the cat.

      “No attacking,” I told Bean. “He’s magic, just like you. And he’s no doubt scared to death. We’re going to go slow.”

      I grabbed the decorative sewing basket off the table nearby, then leaned toward the chair, “Toadie, I know you’re in there. You’re lost and scared. My name is Paige, and I’m a good witch. I need to get you somewhere safe. I have a basket here. I’m going to lift the cushion so you can climb in. No mischievousness this time. Your life depends on it. A cat here thinks you’d make a great lunch, so please do what I ask.”

      I got the basket in place and blocked Bean’s vantage point. I then slowly lifted the cushion.

      Annoyed with my interference, Bean jumped on my back for a better look. Looking over my shoulder, we both watched as the seat of the chair wiggled. Then, I felt a tiny bit of weight drop into the basket.

      Meow. Bean protested, annoyed I had deprived her of a wriggly meal.

      Lowering the cat from my shoulder, I stood and looked into the basket. There, at the bottom of the basket, breathing hard, was my elf. Real. Alive. And scared out of his wits.

      Bean put her paws on my knee and meowed loudly at me, trying to see. Her nose was working hard as she sniffed the basket.

      “It’s all right. I got you,” I whispered to the elf. “Just hold on tight,” I said, then closed the lid.

      I turned around, spotting Tootie, Violet, and Betty waiting for me at the back of the shop.

      Marilla was laughing with the kids and parents.

      “Marilla,” I called to her, catching her attention. I pointed upstairs. “Back in a sec.”

      She looked puzzled but nodded, then waved for me to go on.

      My heart pounding in my chest, I hurried to join the others.

      “Got them?” I asked.

      Violet nodded.

      “Adorable little thing, but frightened out of her mind,” Tootie told me.

      “Do you have your book?” Betty asked.

      I nodded. “Back pocket.”

      “Let’s go,” Violet said, pushing the door open for us. The four of us rushed upstairs and into my apartment.

      “Here,” Tootie said, gesturing to the coffee table.

      I sat down on the floor and then slowly maneuvered the basket sideways to make it easier for Toadie to get out. But before I opened the lid, I paused and looked at the other witches. “Remember, they are mischievous. I made them like that.”

      The women nodded.

      I opened the lid. “Okay, Toadie, it’s safe now,” I said.

      To my surprise, he rushed out. Brandishing a splinter of wood in his hand like a sword, he waved it at me.

      “Get back,” he yelled in a tiny, squeaky voice. “And give me my friends or someone’s getting coal for Christmas.”

      Swallowing a laugh, I gestured to the other women. Tinsel climbed from Tootie’s purse. Winkie crawled out of the stocking. Both looked equally confused at the turn of events.

      “I’ll be,” Tootie whispered. “Only in Chancellor,” she added with a shake of the head.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Tinsel demanded, stomping her tiny foot, the bell on her elf shoe ringing.

      “Yeah,” Toadie echoed. “Who are you?” he asked, pointing his splinter of wood at us.

      The other women laughed.

      “I am sorry, my little friends. I’ve created you in real life quite by accident. You belong on the page, and I will put you back there now.”

      “Put us back?” Winkie asked, looking concerned. “But then, we will not exist.”

      “No, no,” I protested. “You will exist. In the mind and heart of every child who hears your story.”

      “Don’t do anything, book witch. We’ll talk it over first,” Tinsel told me, every bit as bossy as I had created her.

      The three tiny elves gathered together in a circle, arms around one another, huddled close. As they talked, Toadie kept looking over his shoulder. I then realized that he was looking at the candy dish filled with mini peppermint sticks on my coffee table.

      “Pay attention!” Tinsel yelled at him.

      Toadie turned back.

      The elven conference went on for a bit, then, finally, they turned to me.

      “Very well, you can send us back to the pages,” Tinsel told me.

      “After you give us all one of those,” Toadie said, threatening me with his saber.

      I laughed. “All right.”

      Taking the lid off the candy dish, I took out three candy canes, which I gave to each of them. Toadie looked from my offering to his weapon, then tossed the stick aside in favor of the sweets.

      “Don’t try anything. I can take you down with a candy cane just as well,” he warned me.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I reassured him.

      With the three of them settled, I pulled my story from my back pocket and flipped to the last page. Before I did, however, I gazed at them once more.

      Smiling softly, I said, “You really are a special trio,” I told them. “Truly. Thank you for being part of my life.”

      At that, Tinsel and Winkie both smiled and bowed to me. When Toadie didn’t do the same, Tinsel elbowed him.

      The gruff little elf followed suit.

      “I’ll see you soon for your next adventure,” I told them and then began to read my story backward.

      As I did, magical green, red, and golden glowing words made of magic appeared, shimmering all around them.

      Winkie laughed. “Tickles!”

      I smiled but kept reading.

      Slowly, they began to fade, disappearing once more as my words wrapped around them. One by one, they faded until only Toadie was left. Before he disappeared, however, he shouted at me in his tiny elven voice. “I love Winkie. Make her my girlfriend.”

      And with that, the elves returned to the story where they belonged.

      I looked up at Tootie, Violet, and Betty. “That was…”

      “Magical,” Tootie said.

      Betty nodded. “Magical.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I told the elder witches. “You know my magic has been on the fritz. I’ve been trying to be careful. Alex is behind me, but it’s just…”

      “Just?” Betty asked.

      “When I saw Stone…”

      “Ah,” Violet said with a laugh. “Then, it’s our fault.”

      “Your fault? No. Stone Schneider and I have been fighting over this band he had scheduled for next Wednesday when Mother Redbone is scheduled to talk. We had some tension about it. But it seems that he’s canceled the band…for me.”

      “Of course he has,” Tootie said with a grin.

      I narrowed my gaze. “What did you do?” I asked her.

      “Nothing much. Just cleared the air so flowers could finish blossoming,” Tootie said.

      “Beauty always gets her beast,” Betty said with a giggle.

      “But still, you must get your feelings in check when you cast,” Tootie warned me. “A full heart can send one’s magic reeling just as easily as a broken heart.”

      “The elves were cute, though,” Betty said, the others nodding in agreement.

      Tootie took three candy canes from the jar, then handed two of them to the other two ladies.

      “I left Marilla alone downstairs with all the parents. And Stone…” I said.

      “Oh, yes. Let’s go back,” Betty agreed. “The Mischievous (but not Menacing) Elves have been settled.”

      “I’ve never seen such a thing before,” Tootie said as she gathered up her purse.

      “Yes, you have. Don’t you remember that witch who was part of our coven when we were teenagers? She used to have a little fairy that lingered around her,” Betty said.

      “Faerie? You mean like Ray—” Violet began, but Tootie hushed her.

      “Not like him,” Betty continued. “Wee things. Like Tinker Bell. She used to say they were all around Chancellor.”

      “What were you saying, Violet? Before Betty talked about the fairies?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Violet chirped happily, but I knew she was lying.

      “Covens don’t keep secrets,” I told her.

      “Oh, my dear girl, there are no secrets, only moments. When the moment comes to tell you more, then you will hear,” Tootie told me. “For now, you have enough to do, learning to control your magic before we end up with a town full of elves! But you’re right about Marilla. She did have a lot of customers down there.”

      “Before, did you say Mother Redbone was coming on Wednesday night?” Violet asked. “Stone canceled his event scheduled for next Wednesday?”

      I nodded.

      “That means the brewery has an opening,” Violet told Tootie.

      “How perfect,” Betty exclaimed, clapping her hands. “Can you imagine? Just what we needed,” she told the others with a sly grin.

      “Tell Stone to give us a call,” Tootie said, handing me her business card. “Our holiday party for the chamber family members was scheduled for Wednesday night, but our venue canceled on us due to water pipe issues. We can’t find anywhere to hold our annual holiday party.”

      “The brewery will be perfect,” Violet agreed.

      “Especially if we can get Aaron Hunter drunk enough to agree to pay for our plans for the lakefront park,” Tootie added.

      At that, the three women laughed.

      “I’ll tell him. He’ll be… That’s just perfect, ladies.”

      “So it is,” Betty said with a bright smile.

      “All right then, let’s get you back,” Tootie said.

      At that, we made our way back downstairs once more.

      When I got there, I spotted Marilla at the counter, ringing out one of the several parents waiting.

      I hurried to join her. “I’m so sorry,” I told Marilla and then turned to the parents. “Sorry for the wait. Let me help whoever is next,” I said, gesturing to the next parent in line as I scanned the store for Oliver and Stone.

      I didn’t see either.

      My gaze shifted quickly to Oliver’s regular spot by the fireplace, but he wasn’t there either.

      Forcing myself to let it go, I turned back to all the happy parents who bought handfuls of books, cards, and other bookish merchandise.

      Well, at least one thing was going right today.

      It took more than an hour before the parents and kids cleared the store, and the huge rush settled, even though the store stayed very busy. I was warmed by the parents’ sweet comments about my story. As a writer, you’re never sure if your story is good. In fact, most of the time, you suspect it’s rubbish. I was glad to hear the parents’ feedback. They loved the theme in my book: even if you are “bad” at something, you can overcome your shortcomings through hard work, effort, and most especially, heart.

      When we finally had a break between customers, Marilla exhaled heavily. “It’s all rush today. I need sustenance,” she said, digging through a drawer for a granola bar. “But your reading was magical.”

      “It really was. You won’t believe what happened,” I said, then told her about my accidental conjuring.

      “Great Goddess,” Marilla said with a loud laugh. “But I didn’t get to see them. Please tell me you took a pic.”

      “In my rush not to have a panic attack or give them one, I didn’t think of it.”

      “Sad. But good news about the concert, right? Stone showed you the flyer.”

      I nodded. “Where did he and Oliver go?”

      “Oh,” Marilla said, then paused, looking uncomfortable. “He said he had to go. I think he was a little confused when you ran off. He looked…upset.”

      “Upset?”

      Marilla nodded. “But still, he canceled.”

      “He canceled.”

      “I’m not at all surprised.”

      “No?” I asked her.

      “No. But you probably need to explain why you left—or at least come up with a reasonable explanation. Magical, living elves probably won’t cut it. Just don’t let him think you ditched him. Because if you don’t become Oliver’s stepmom, I’ll never forgive you.”

      “Marilla!”

      “Just saying,” she said, then laughed. “But seriously, you should find him after it slows down.”

      The thought that Stone thought I blew him off literally minutes after he’d made an enormous gesture made me feel ill.

      Ugh, why did love have to be so complicated?
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      Oliver talked in a whirlwind about Paige’s book, the hot chocolate, the two new books I’d purchased, and everything else about the bookstore as we walked down the alleyway to the brewery.

      As we went, I did my best to pay attention to my son, but all I could think about was the fact that Paige had ditched me.

      I had canceled the event—for her—and she said “thanks” and went on her way.

      Like it meant nothing to her.

      Apparently, my misread of Lexi wasn’t a fluke.

      I didn’t get women.

      I thought that there was something between Paige and me. Maybe some kind of spark. And when I saw how she was with Oliver… a beautiful future rolled tape before me like some kind of stupid romance movie.

      Now, I was crushed.

      Crushed and broke.

      “Did you like Paige’s story, Daddy?”

      Oliver’s sweet voice pulled me out of my ranting thoughts.

      “I did.”

      “It’s for kids younger than me, but I thought her elves were hilarious, especially Toadie.”

      I smiled at him. “Yeah, they were funny.”

      “Too bad she had to go in a hurry. Was there something wrong? She looked worried about something.”

      “Worried?”

      Oliver nodded. “When she gets worried, the lines on her forehead get all crinkly, just like yours. And she went upstairs with those ladies. Do you think she’s okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure it’s fine. Probably just book business.”

      “I want to be an author one day too.”

      “You can do anything you set your mind to, buddy,” I said, then pulled him close, kissing the top of his head.

      Was something wrong with Paige? Now, I was both worried and hurt. Wonderful.

      When we got back to the brewery, I discovered the staff had just finished loading the truck for the Christmas market.

      “Perfect timing,” Nate told me. “You missed all the heavy lifting. Except for this one last bit,” he added, picking up Oliver. “Whew, this rare brew weighs more than a keg.”

      “Nate,” Oliver said with a laugh.

      “Headed over to the market?” I asked.

      Nate nodded.

      “Let me check on Chrissy, then I’ll come with you,” I told him. “You load that last barrel into the truck,” I said with a grin.

      “Ah, the giggle water,” Nate said, tickling Oliver’s belly as the pair headed to the truck’s cab.

      Making sure everything was in hand in the brewery, I set off with Nate and Oliver for the Christmas market.

      “Well?” Nate asked.

      “Well, what?”

      “What did she say? She must have been very happy,” Nate asked.

      “Actually, she barely said anything,” I replied, my feelings twisting up in a knot. After everything, Paige had blown me off. I could hardly believe it. I was kicking myself for my own stupidity.

      “Who barely said anything?” Oliver asked.

      “Never mind, buddy,” I said, giving Nate a knowing look.

      Getting the hint, he nodded.

      We made our way through the streets of Chancellor. Everywhere we looked, we saw people decorating their little shops. The owners of The Lavender Lady, the Victorian bed and breakfast painted the same color as its name, was completely covered in purple lights.

      “That will be so pretty when it gets dark,” Oliver said.

      “Like a big grape,” Nate agreed.

      “Nate,” Oliver said, then laughed. “Like a big amethyst! All beautiful and shining.”

      At that, I pulled my child close to me and kissed his head. Oliver always saw the beauty in things. How this little boy with his lovely imagination had come from me, I had no idea.

      We arrived at the small drop-off parking lot for the Christmas market, which was set up on College Lane. College Lane was already a pedestrian avenue, the cobblestone street leading away from town and onto the campus of Chancellor College. The road had once belonged to the city, leading away from downtown and up to the college—back when it used to be just one building. Now, the college owned the green area around the street and had many additional facilities. The campus green had been transformed for the holiday event. Along with the market rows, other carnival-like booths had been set up on the grounds. Tents to visit with Santa, sleigh rides, and even a live reindeer petting zoo filled the space. Being in Chancellor during the holidays was like living in a snow globe. If I couldn’t get my business in the black this holiday season, maybe I wasn’t as good of a businessman as I believed.

      Nate and I loaded up two dollies and headed to our market stall. We made our way down the lane, passing the other booths preparing for the big opening.

      “Look,” Oliver said, pointing to a life-sized cutout of a mermaid wearing a Santa cap, the face area cut away for photos. It sat beside the booth for a boutique called The Glass Mermaid. Oliver ran ahead and jumped up to look out. “I’m a merman,” he said with a laugh.

      “The Glass Mermaid,” Nate whispered. “My dream girl.”

      “The mermaid?”

      Nate laughed. “The owner. Ever seen her? Gorgeous.”

      “Single?”

      “Unknown.”

      “Oliver?” a little girl called, poking up her head from behind the counter. “Hi, Oliver.”

      “Kayla!” he called to the little girl. “Is this your mom’s booth?”

      She nodded. “Did you see the reindeer? They have real reindeer. Want to go see them?”

      Oliver slipped from behind the cutout and then turned to me. “Can I, Daddy?”

      The blonde-haired owner of the shop appeared from the back. Nate was right. The owner was not just pretty. She was ‘belonged in a painting’ beautiful.

      But she wasn’t Paige.

      “Oliver,” the woman called happily. “How great to see you. Kayla, Oliver may be busy with his dad. Hello, Mr. Schneider. I’m Kate,” she said, setting down a couple of boxes and coming to greet me, her hand extended. “Kayla and Oliver are in the same class. I’m room mom.”

      “Oh,” I said, shaking her hand, suddenly feeling embarrassed I hadn’t even known. I’d been so busy with work I’d barely had a moment to follow up with all of Oliver’s school things, aside from signing forms and sending in antibacterial wipes and cookies when asked. “Nice to meet you, Kate. You’re The Glass Mermaid.”

      She giggled, a sound that was so angelic that it evoked something in me that almost made me blush. Beside me, Nate shifted uncomfortably. He had blushed.

      “I am,” she replied, then looked at our dollies. “It’s so much work but so fun, isn’t it? Thankfully, I’m almost done here. I can take the kids to see the reindeer and then bring Oliver to your booth, if you don’t mind. Oliver knows me from school. We always have the best chats on field trips. But if you’d prefer to wait, we can all go together later. I’d understand.”

      I looked from Oliver, who was smiling at me with excited anticipation, back to Kate. Aside from being a room mom, she felt trustworthy.

      “I won’t argue with the room mom,” I replied with a smile, then turned to Oliver. “Got your phone?”

      He nodded.

      “I’m just down the row on the left, okay? And stay close to Miss—Mrs…”

      “Mrs. McGuire. But call me Kate,” she told us both.

      “Thank you, Kate. It’s really kind of you to take Oliver.”

      “It’s not a problem. Kayla’s been asking to go all morning. She and Oliver are good pals at school. They spend a lot of time talking about Percy Jackson and Goosebumps,” she said with a laugh. “We should have a playdate some time.”

      “That would be great,” I told her, then looked at Oliver again. I gave him a smile. “Best behavior.”

      “Got it.”

      “And no, you can’t bring one home.”

      Oliver laughed.

      “Thank you again, Kate.”

      “Of course,” she said, then turned to the kids. “Let me lock up, then let’s go.”

      With that, Nate and I headed off once more.

      “Mrs. McGuire,” Nate said sadly.

      “Looks like I’m not the only unlucky guy today.”

      “So, Paige really just blew you off?”

      “Got what she wanted, right? So, I guess she didn’t need me anymore. She played me.”

      “That can’t be right.”

      “How many times has Lexi pulled the same crap? Acting all sad and helpless, needing me until she got what she wanted, then poof. Once again, I’m a fool.”

      “I don’t know, Stone. I’m sorry to say it, but Lexi is a horrible person. Sadly, it’s true. But Paige… Are you sure you didn’t misread something?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Hmm,” Nate mused, sounding unconvinced. “Let’s go set up these taps, my friend. I think you need a taste test. Or two. Or four.”

      I laughed. “So much for my Christmas miracle. Where is Clarence when I need him?”

      “You’re no Jimmy Stewart, my friend. Sorry. But who knows. The day isn’t over yet.”
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      The afternoon following story time was absolutely slammed in the store. Marilla nor I barely had a moment to grab a bite to eat, let alone have a chance to leave the shop. I’d spent most of the day with a mix of competing feelings. The first was pure delight over the reception of my story, then bemusement over my encounter with my elves, and lastly, horrible dread that Stone didn’t know how much I had appreciated what he’d done for me. Had I nipped in the bud a feeling that had barely bloomed?

      So, when I flipped the closed sign over later that night, I sighed with relief.

      “Dude,” Marilla said, opening the cash drawer. “What the heck, man? Look at this. It was bonkers today. And Chancellor isn’t even in full swing for the holidays yet. We’re going to need to do inventory, like, immediately.”

      She wasn’t wrong. We’d almost sold out of the holiday cards, and many of the copies of books from the local authors were gone.

      Had the coven elders kicked things up a notch while they were here?

      It wouldn’t have surprised me a bit.

      “I can come in an hour early tomorrow,” Marilla said, “but if I don’t sit down soon, I may fall down.”

      “Tomorrow morning sounds good,” I agreed. “I’ll meet you early.”

      She nodded. “Now you need to get. You had Stone in your eyes all day,” she said with a laugh. “Better go make sure he knows your mind.”

      “I’ll help you close up first.”

      “Uh, like hell you will.” Marilla laughed. “I’m going to sit on my butt and have a cup of coffee, then Miss Bean and I have got this. You go.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I am very sure. Scoot.”

      I reached under the counter and grabbed the bag in which I’d stored Mother Redbone’s old brewery book. I then pulled on my coat.

      “You’re sure, Marilla?”

      “Sure that if you don’t smooth things over ASAP, you will be in a real pickle? Indeed, I am. Oh, and pickles sound good. I’m ordering takeout. I'll order you something and stick it in the fridge. Now, begone!”

      With that, I headed out. I checked my watch, realizing it was far later than I’d thought. Would Stone even be at the brewery? He had Oliver with him today. Maybe they’d already gone home. What if I missed him?

      I was surprised when I arrived at the brewery to find it totally decorated with holiday lights. Someone had brought in dozens of Christmas trees and had arranged them in the outdoor biergarten. All of the trees were trimmed with white lights. The same was true of the windows inside the brewery. He had turned his biergarten into the Black Forest at Christmas time.

      At least his Christmas trees wouldn’t be hurt by a bit of snow.

      I paused.

      No, his trees wouldn’t be hurt by holiday magic at all.

      I paused before the building. Inhaling deeply, I tried to master my emotions. I felt a warm glow as the book of my magic opened again. The winter poem was still fresh in my mind. Reciting from memory, I recanted the lines once more.

      
        
        The forest shimmered with sparkling light

        The magic of Yule under full moonlight

        Shining on the evergreen

        The glimmering glow was bright and clean

        For upon every winter bough

        Pristine white snow lay down there now

      

      

      The words effervesced from me into the night air, the letters breaking apart as a rainbow of light slipped through the trees. The pines gently swayed and took on a magical shimmer, just as they had in the shop. I smelled the sharp scent of the trees. The light surrounding them was iridescent, making the limbs of the trees practically glimmer like rainbows. Its effect was beyond magical. It was dizzying.

      But no snow.

      I looked up at the cloudless sky.

      No snow.

      “Huh,” I mused, letting the magic go free again. Well, maybe it worked differently outside. But so far, nothing terrible happened, so I was going to call that a win.

      I headed inside. The last patrons were finishing their meals, and a few people were lingering at the bar watching the basketball game while sipping brews. Nate was wiping down the bar.

      “Paige,” he called lightly.

      I joined him at the bar. “Hey, Nate.”

      “Need a drink?” he asked, looking confused.

      I laughed. “Yes, but not right now. Actually, I was looking for Stone.”

      “Oh,” Nate said, a flicker of a smile on his lips. “Um, I think he was fighting with the lighting outside. We just got the last of our trees up tonight. Some of the strings of lights have been stubborn.”

      “Oh, okay. I didn’t see him. I’ll go check.”

      Nate grinned. “Good.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Good?”

      He nodded, crossing his arms on his chest as he gave me a wry grin, then shrugged. “Good. You can go through that door,” he said, pointing. “It leads to the terrace.”

      I smiled at him, then headed across the brewery and outside. They had reorganized the deck of the brewery a bit, setting up the tables near the illuminated Christmas trees, and had brought out heaters. Between the lights overhead and the twinkle lights on the tree, everything had a magical glow to it.

      My little touches didn’t hurt anything, either.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted movement near the wall and heard muttering.

      “Can you believe that, Casanova? One dead bulb and the whole string was out,” I heard Stone mutter to someone.

      There was a meow in reply, and a moment later, an orange tomcat appeared. Hopping across the tables, he took a spot under one of the heaters and started grooming. I recognized the cat. He was a stray that sometimes lingered in the alleyway. From time to time, I’d tried to feed him, but he never let me get close. Had Stone named the cat? Casanova?

      “You’re right. Ridiculous,” Stone answered the cat. “Okay, here we go.”

      With a subtle buzz of electricity, the last of the trees in the biergarten began to glow, as did some large illuminated snowflakes they’d hung from the branches of the old trees in the biergarten. Stone had built his patio around the ancient oaks that sat where the workers at the factory used to take their breaks at picnic tables. The oaks lit up in brilliant white lights with giant snowflakes glowing over café tables.

      As I looked up into the limbs of the old oak, the wind blew softly, and soft snow started to fall. Large, white flakes gently floated down, dusting the Christmas trees with a mere dressing of white.

      Beautiful.

      Like a poem.

      “Paige?” Stone called softly.

      I looked back to find him standing there, a bundle of garland in his hand, a confused expression on his face.

      “Stone,” I said, smiling gently at him. I crossed the space between us. “Stone, it looks so beautiful,” I said, gesturing around. “Like an enchanted forest. Just…perfect.”

      Stone stared at me. “Perfect,” he said, then seemed to shake himself from his thoughts. He set the garland aside. “Too bright, right? The lights are bothering the alleyway. I should take them down,” he said with a frown.

      Ugh, just as I had worried. I’d hurt him.

      “No. Not at all. They’re magical.”

      “Huh,” Stone mused, unconvinced.

      “Stone, I’m so sorry I had to rush off today. There was an emergency. By the time I got back, you were gone. I worried all day that you thought I was ungrateful. I am so, so grateful. Words cannot properly express my thanks for what you’ve done for Mother Redbone and me.”

      Stone rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, well…”

      “No, seriously. I hate that there has been tension between us. I do. I hate it. And I want to help. I know things have been hard for you. I would hate for anything to happen to the brewery. I remember when you first opened. Everyone loved that you dared to open a brewery in a wine town. We were all rooting for you. But I think it’s not been easy for you this last year or so.”

      “Yeah, Oliver’s mom and I… When we split, things got upside down.”

      “You were really in love with her?”

      Stone paused. “Well,” he said, then shifted. “Not anymore, I guess. Initially, of course, but she changed after Oliver was born. I didn’t know who she was by the time it was over.”

      I gave him a caring smile. “I’m sorry. That’s not fair. But, for what it’s worth, you have an awesome kid. The world is brighter for having Oliver in it.”

      Stone smiled at me. “Thank you. That really means a lot.”

      “Stone,” I said carefully. “I want to help you,” I said, then pulled out the old book. “I made a visit to Mother Redbone. She had this on her shelf. Look,” I said, gesturing to the page where the recipe was. “Can you make a small batch of this? Would this work to replace the import?”

      I handed Stone the book. He read over the recipe and then looked at the old book. “A book like this is really rare. You said it’s Mother Redbone’s?”

      I nodded. “I went to see her to try to convince her to move her appearance date. She wouldn’t budge, but she did lend me this.”

      “You asked her to change the date?”

      I nodded. “Oh, and the women of my cov—from the Chancellor Chamber of Commerce want to talk to you,” I said, pulling out Tootie’s business card and handing it to him. “Their venue for Wednesday canceled. They need a new place to host the annual Christmas party for the board. Spouses. Families. Socialites. You’d have a chance to serve the Hunters some beer. Tootie Row said you should call her.”

      Stone stared at me.

      There was a crackle as the outdoor speakers sprang to life. Suddenly, the dulcet tones of Nat King Cole’s The Christmas Song filled the air.

      Stone and I looked back into the brewery, seeing Nate at the bar. Grinning, he waved to us.

      All around us, snow fell in fat snowflakes.

      Annoyed, the tomcat meowed at Stone then jumped off the table and slipped back into the darkness.

      “Casanova?” I asked Stone, raising an eyebrow.

      Stone chuckled, amused he was found out, then shook his head. “No. Catsanova.”

      I laughed. “Catsanova?”

      He nodded. Turning, Stone set the book on a dry spot under the eave then offered me his hand. “Care to dance, Miss Daniels?”

      My stomach fluttered, then I set my hand in his.

      As the soft snow fell around us, we danced under the moonlight and the golden glow of the Christmas lights. Stone smiled at me.

      Around us, the Christmas trees glimmered with beautiful, iridescent light. Looking up, I was surprised to see a small green plant growing from thin air on one of the limbs of the oak. Glowing golden, the plant spiraled downward, producing white berries.

      Mistletoe.

      “I’m very glad you don’t hate me anymore,” Stone said softly.

      “And why is that?”

      “Because if you hated me, I doubt very much you’d let me kiss you, and I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do in this moment.”

      “You can kiss me on one condition,” I said. “And I ask, not for me, but for Marilla.”

      He laughed. “Go ahead.”

      “Never, ever host dueling pianos again.”

      Chuckling, he nodded. “Agreed.”

      And with that, he spun me and dropped me into a quick dip, making me laugh. When he lifted me once more, our eyes met. Stone held my gaze for a long moment, then set his hand on my cheek, leaned in, and set a soft kiss on my lips. I caught the woodsy scent of his shaving soap and the light smells of bayberry and sage in his cologne. The sweet and salty tastes of a crisp cider lingered on his lips. Perfection.

      A perfect moment.

      Because this was Chancellor, where magic lived on every corner.

      When Stone pulled back, he softly whispered. “Thank you, Clarence.”

      “Clarence?”

      He grinned at me. “Nothing,” he said, then pulled me close, the pair of us dancing in the snow under the twinkling lights.
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      Oliver sitting in my lap, we listened intently as Mother Redbone finished her lecture, closing with a folktale she had learned from the Native Americans whose tribe once lived in Chancellor. She had been telling us the story of the mermaids—or lumpeguin—who once lived in Lake Erie.

      “Sadly, their story ends in tragedy. An illness spread through the lumpeguins, killing them and many of the native people of this land. The Native Americans escaped, surviving the plague. But the lumpeguins… They were not so fortunate. The captivating songs of the lake people grew quiet. No one heard them or saw their magical lights under the water anymore. With their end, the lake’s truest treasure had been lost.

      “At least, that is what they say.

      “But this is Chancellor, and you never know who you might walk past on the street one day: a witch, a faerie, a shapeshifter, or something more. Because, in Chancellor, magic is alive,” she said, then met Paige’s gaze and gave her a wink.

      The crowd broke into polite applause, rewarding the tiny woman sitting in a rocking chair covered with a crocheted blanket with the appreciation she was due.

      She was a soft-voiced but talented storyteller who knew more about the deep history and myths of the Great Lakes than anyone I’d ever heard.

      And despite agonizing over the decision, I was very glad Lipstick Chainsaw was not rocking in the background.

      I’d been a jerk.

      But at least I knew I’d been a jerk. That was saying something.

      “Daddy, can we buy one of her books?” Oliver asked. “I want her to sign it.”

      I nodded. “Go ahead and get one,” I told him, then pulled out my phone, checking the time. “I need to get back to the brewery soon, though.”

      “Can I stay awhile?”

      I nodded. “Just make sure you let Paige or Marilla know when you’re going to leave.”

      Oliver gave me a kiss on the cheek, then hopped up off my lap and hurried to get a copy of Mother Redbone’s book, The Chancellor Fairy Tales. Once he had his copy, he got in line alongside his classmate, Kayla. The room mom, Kate, had knelt before Mother Redbone and was whispering to the woman as Kate held the old woman’s hand. Kate had tears on her cheeks.

      Mother Redbone merely nodded as she listened, patting Kate’s hand.

      Interesting.

      I got to the counter where Marilla and Paige were busy ringing everyone up. Bean, Paige’s cat, was sitting on the counter, watching the customers as they came and went.

      “Paige. Your Christmas window display. Breathtaking,” the woman in line in front of me told Paige, gesturing to the windows. “You’ve captured the alleyway perfectly, down to every last detail. What a talent. And how did you get it to snow like that?”

      In Paige’s front windows, she’d displayed painted wooden buildings that looked like the shops in the alleyway. Then, she’d frosted the windows to give the appearance of a snow globe and installed some sort of machine that circulated fake snow falling in the window. The effect was that it made the windows look like living snow globes. She’d even included the brewery, complete with my Black Forest of illuminated trees.

      “Part engineering, part magic,” Paige replied, handing the woman her copy of Mother Redbone’s book.

      “I believe it,” the woman answered. “You should come to the theater and help us with set design. Say you will. It’s truly magical!”

      “Very magical,” Marilla agreed. “Horatio Hunter said so as well. The most magical display he’d seen, in fact,” she said, nudging Paige with her elbow.

      “Fingers crossed,” Paige replied.

      “Well, Horatio has excellent taste. Delightful. Truly delightful, the event and all the rest,” the woman told her.

      “Thank you, Professor Lane,” Paige replied, then the woman disappeared back into the crowd to get in line with Kate, Oliver, and the others.

      “It is beautiful. No surprise there, though,” I told Paige, pausing to give Bean a pat. “Oliver got a book. He’s waiting in line now. He’d like to stay a bit if that’s okay. I need to get back to the brewery.”

      “Of course.”

      “So, Horatio Hunter was here? What did he say?”

      Paige grinned. “He told me to ensure I was at the opening ceremony tonight. He didn’t tell me-tell me, but—”

      “Come on, he all but told you,” Marilla told Paige.

      Paige bobbed her head from side to side. “We’ll see.”

      “Then we’ll make sure you’re there on time,” I told Paige.

      “We still on tonight for sleigh rides and hot chocolate?” Paige asked.

      I nodded. “Oliver’s excited,” I said, then turned to Marilla. “You’re welcome to join us if you like.”

      “No, thanks. Leia and I are headed to this dive bar at the edge of town. We heard Lipstick Chainsaw is doing a pop-up concert,” she said with a laugh. “Going to see what all the fuss is about.”

      “They are a good band,” I told her. “Maybe not as good as dueling pianos, but…”

      “Ha-ha. Look at Stone being funny,” Marilla told Paige.

      Paige laughed and then smiled at me. “So, seven?”

      “Seven.”

      “See you then,” Paige told me.

      I gave her one last smile, then made my way out of the shop and back into the alleyway. As I went, I passed by Café Lisette. In the window, I spotted Jean-Pierre watering the white poinsettias he’d placed at the bottom of his illuminated Eiffel Tower.

      I gave him a wave.

      The Frenchman paused and gave me a stiff—but not altogether unfriendly—nod.

      Progress.

      But why was I surprised?

      This was Chancellor.

      If Paige Daniels could fall in love with me, anything could happen.
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      Thank you for journeying to Chancellor! Enjoy some fun holiday extras, including character cards, book art, and more by clicking the banner below.
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