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    By Kayla Hensen 
 
      
 
    The oldest Christmas tree farm in all of Sweet Falls is in danger when billionaire Richard Wolfe sets up in town. Will his bright lights of industry dull the magic of Christmas? 
 
      
 
    Rebecca Smalls has worked the family Christmas tree farm since she was a kid. Now it’s her first season on Christmas Hill as full owner and caretaker. It’s more than a job but a burning passion and doesn’t leave a lot of time in December for fun. Or romance. 
 
      
 
    Richard Wolfe has found the perfect location for his new future casino. Problem is, the old farmhouse on the hill won’t sell. So, he does the next best thing. He sets up a few blocks away and hopes his glitzy signs will drive them to sell. He’s never been a fan of Christmas and hopes to rain on their parade—and obtain their land. 
 
      
 
    With the bills piling up, Rebecca is running out of ideas. She doesn’t know why business is so dead this year and she goes to Richard for help. As they brainstorm on how to save her farm, sparks fly. If Christmas magic can thaw his icy heart, can he stop his plan before it’s too late? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “You’re killing me, Smalls!”  
 
    “Sorry, sorry!” Rebecca sprinted across the farmhouse’s front yard and over to the truck where her dad unloaded the Christmas trees for their annual Christmas Tree lot. It was the busiest day of the year in terms of physical labor and this year was no different. 
 
    This was the year Rebecca had been training for. She was taking over the Christmas Tree Farm on Christmas Hill for her parents who weren’t just retiring but they were also going on vacation for the full month of December. Rebecca was an adult, she was responsible, but she was also very nervous. 
 
    Rebecca took the net wrapped tree from her dad before he overextended himself from the back of the pickup truck. “I’ve got it!” Rebecca said, hoisting it up. 
 
    Dad rubbed his hands together with a scowl. “Good girl. Go put it with the other Balsam Firs. Just like—” 
 
    “Like the others. I know. I’ve been doing this half my life, Dad.” Rebecca turned her back to him and walked down one of the six rows of trees. Her heavy boots crunched the snow. Even though it was a windy, blustery day, Rebecca loved being outside. A white beanie was pulled down on her head over her curly hair and she wore a red wool double breasted jacket with a spiraled white scarf under her chin. 
 
    They were headed into the best time of the year. Rebecca loved Christmas and was working on the family tree farm before she could walk. Her earliest memories were of playing hide and seek between the trees while her father chased after her. Back then things were easier. Once Mom got sick, things got harder. 
 
    Dad stepped off the back of the pickup truck as Rebecca returned. “Good work. Guess there’s nothing left for me to say or do.” 
 
    “Only to go enjoy your vacation. You deserve it, Dad. Really.” 
 
    He glanced back at the truck and then the old busted pickup truck parked off to the side. “I had that old truck before you were even born. It’s given me a lot of good years. Course, you’ve given me more.” 
 
    “Dad,” Rebecca sighed and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “You’re just going away for a month. It’s not like you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    He rubbed her arms, his eyes focused more on the ground than her face. Rebecca knew how sad he was since Mom had finally passed. The cancer had ravaged her body through three remissions and each time they thought it had been beaten. It aged Dad and Rebecca grew up too fast so she could help run the family business. 
 
    “I love you, Becky. I know you can do this. Doesn’t mean it’s not hard to say goodbye. You know?” 
 
    “Dinner then, first.” Rebecca punched him lightly on the shoulder. “The First Community is hosting a pancakes for dinner fund raiser. Has cookie decorating. Then I’ll drive you to the airport myself.” 
 
    “I’m a sucker for cookie decorating.” Dad sighed and glanced at his watch. “I do have five hours before the plane takes off. I guess a quick dinner couldn’t hurt anyone, could it? It was… it was your mother’s favorite fundraiser.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded. “I know. Maybe we can make a quick string of popcorn and cranberries before you go.” 
 
    He grinned but the happiness didn’t reach his eyes. “Darn it, this might be the best idea you’ve had all week. Let me go wash up and I’ll be right back.” Dad rushed up the creaky steps. The screen door groaned as he opened it and slammed shut twice thanks to tight springs. 
 
    Every noise was familiar. Rebecca might’ve been an adult at the age of twenty-three, but she missed her mom bad. Sometimes, she could feel Mom’s presence in her home and on her farm, as if she was still there. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad feeling, Rebecca mused as she slipped behind the steering wheel of the pickup truck. It was a pretty good feeling, most of the time. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    The First Community Church had been where the family had attended since Rebecca was a little girl. It had been a source of comfort for all those years Mom struggled with her cancer and once she passed, Rebecca relied on them heavily. Now, though, the church was decorated for Christmas with a lit tree and fancy green garland hanging from the rafters.  
 
    Long tables had been setup with red table clothes. There were gingerbread house center pieces and the place smelled like hot cocoa and maple syrup. Becky went for more bacon but her dad ate fluffy stacks of pancakes dripping in syrup.  
 
    They talked with their neighbors and had a good time. By the time Rebecca went for refills on her coffee, the place was buzzing with chatter over the low hum of Christmas carols being played in the background.   
 
    Rebecca tossed her paper plate and headed over to the drink station. As she was pouring hot coffee into her red mug, a hand touched her shoulder. She turned her head to see her good friend, Yvonne Drake. A young woman with long blond hair and a splatter of freckles across the bridge of her nose. She was dressed in a soft pink button down sweater over a pair of simple blue jeans. 
 
    “Hi!” Rebecca said and grabbed a few coffee creamer containers. 
 
    “I’m glad you could make it. Everything set at the farm?” Yvonne’s eyes twinkled with delight. Rebecca wasn’t the only one who had grown up playing on the Christmas tree lot.  Yvonne had been there with her back when they were neighbors. 
 
    “Set for now. I take Dad to the airport in about a half hour. He’s just enjoying the last of his dinner and then it’s off to the tropics for a whole month.” 
 
    “He deserves it but then, so do you.” 
 
    Rebecca snorted. “I can’t afford it. Besides, someone has to run the farm.” She paused to take a sip of her coffee. She couldn’t imagine leaving Sweet Falls during Christmas. It was her favorite time of year—it had been her mother’s favorite time of year. “I need to run the farm. Not for just my dad. Or even my mom. It’s something I really want to do.” 
 
    “I know.” Yvonne rubbed her back. “Call me tomorrow and maybe we can do coffee. I’ll bring the donuts from Coffee Time.” 
 
    Rebecca’s favorite and no one would ever blame her. “Sounds great.” 
 
    “Tell your dad I said to have fun and Merry Christmas!” Yvonne planted a big kiss on Rebecca’s cheek before heading back to her table. 
 
    Rebecca sipped her coffee and gazed into the kitchen. Some of the usual old ladies stood at the window that separated the two rooms. One was wiping down the counter while the other held up a piece of paper and read from it. All of the ladies scowled deep and one of them rose an accusatory finger, giving it a waggle. 
 
    Interesting, Rebecca stepped over. “Good evening, ladies.” 
 
    “Rebecca! Oh, it’s Rebecca.” Mrs. Milton smiled. “How are you doing, dear? Did you have pancakes?” 
 
    “I did. Thank you. I was just wondering what you were reading. It seemed pretty upsetting.” 
 
    “Ha!” The middle woman laughed. “You have no idea.” She waved the piece of paper at Rebecca, but it was held too close to her face to read. When the letters went fuzzy, Rebecca snatched the paper. 
 
    “Richard Wolfe, multi-billionaire casino owner has relocated to… Sweet Falls!”  Rebecca’s eyes bugged from her head. 
 
    Mrs. Milton nodded. “And that’s not the worst of it. He wants to buy land so he can open a Casino. Here! In town!” 
 
    That didn’t make any sense. “The town won’t settle for that.” 
 
    “Won’t it?” Mrs. Milton shook her head and put a hand on her hip. “Things are always changing. The young, they don’t care about what we care about. Oh, sorry honey. I sometimes forget you’re young and not one of us.” 
 
    Rebecca smirked. She’d been hearing that all her life and always assumed it was a good thing. Couldn’t it be a good thing to act mature and wise? What was it that was so great about acting young? It certainly never got her anything before. 
 
    “I heard that his casinos are so bright, nighttime is never completely dark.” The middle woman sighed. “This is a sign of the end. I can hear my momma beckoning me home to heaven.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Rebecca said. “He won’t get anything out of us. Sweet Falls will send him packing. I promise you that, ladies. Sweet Falls has no room in it for a casino.” 
 
    Mrs. Milton squeezed Rebecca’s hand. “I hope you’re right, sweetie. I do. Now, let’s talk about Christmas trees. I want the biggest one on your lot delivered!” 
 
    Rebecca smiled with glee and nearly gave a little squeak. Now, that was something to get excited about. There was nothing better than Christmas to put a smile on her face and she wasn’t going to let some billionaire ruin her life. 
 
    He could do his thing. 
 
    Rebecca would do hers.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Sweet Falls, Mr. Wolfe!” 
 
    His female assistant Alicia greeted him as she pulled open the backdoor to his limo. Tightening the black scarf around his neck, he stepped out and greeted her with a cool smile. Brown hair, blue eyes, and with a chiseled jaw, a cool smile was all he knew in the cutthroat world of entertainment hotels and casinos. 
 
    The landscape was as dull as expected but all Richard saw were dollar signs. No competitors, cheap land for the taking. What could be better to a savvy businessman than that? 
 
    The air had a cold bite as it whipped against his cheek and Richard surveyed his new office building. It was now the tallest in all of Sweet Falls. His office was in the penthouse suite on the twelfth floor and he was able to rent out the remaining space for a pretty penny. Around the glass structure was room for trees and manicured lawns when it wasn’t covered in mounds of white snow. 
 
    The lot behind the building and to the right were empty. Both would be developed once spring hit. One a hotel and the other, an entertainment venue for shows and both would be filled with glitz and glamour.  
 
    Sweet Falls might’ve seemed like a dull destination for entertainment and luxury but that was part of the point. Land was cheap, there was virtually no competition in the tri-city area, had nowhere fun for a vacation of a ladies’ day out. Here he could build the ultimate retreat destination and he would do it on the cheap. 
 
    Richard would build the next Las Vegas before anyone figured out what it was he was up to. 
 
    “Alicia, great to see you.” Richard shook her hand as she led him to the office building and held the door open for him. Above the doors a sign read WOLFE PLAZA with the small image of a growling wolf. Richard liked nothing more than attracting attention to himself and this was no different. 
 
    “You, too, sir. We’ve been anxious for your arrival.” Alicia walked him through the sleek and modern lobby where a receptionist worked at a desk but little else went on. The floors were black tile and the walls were made of glass.  
 
    Richard walked with confidence and a rush of urgency toward the glass elevator on the far side of the lobby area. The elevator operator pushed the up button with a white gloved hand and tipped his hat. “Good evening, Mr. Wolfe.” 
 
    “Good evening,” Richard said and a moment later he stepped into the elevator with Alicia at his side. She pushed the button for the twelfth floor and they started a rapid ascension. 
 
    “I’m going to want a full report on things, but first,” he smiled and this time it was mischievous, “I’m going to need a hot coffee… with an espresso shot.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you, sir. It’s waiting for you upstairs in the penthouse suite. Welcome home, sir.” 
 
    Home? Maybe not but it was a mission. A life goal. And Richard liked nothing better than to conquer a challenge. There wasn’t time for anything else. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    The penthouse suite had a lavish bedroom and living room area—big enough for now—plus a kitchen and an adjoined office. The bathroom was small, but it’d get the job done. Richard investigated every corner of the place as Alice followed him around and updated him on all operations reports. 
 
    Richard sipped his coffee and put it down on a blue saucer on the dining room table. It faced a window and overlooked the surrounding mountains of Sweet Falls. He approached the window and put his hands into his pockets. He could see through the snow-covered trees to what appeared to be a farmhouse. Curious, Richard tilted his head. “What is that place?” 
 
    “The farm, sir. The Christmas tree farm. The one you wanted to get your hands on.” 
 
    Ahh yes. That made sense. Richard knew he’d be close by but he hadn’t expected he’d be able to see it so easily. “Small home. Hard to believe people could live in a place so quaint. Any word from the owner?” 
 
    “Not yet. Last time I believe all he said was… well, I can’t repeat what he said, Sir. But it wasn’t very neighborly.” 
 
    Richard grinned. “We’ll show them what good neighbors we are. Is the sign installed and ready to be turned on tonight?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. If you think it’s a good idea.” Alice’s tone implied she didn’t but Richard wouldn’t hold it against her. 
 
    “Not only is it a good idea, it’s our only move. What is it I always say, Alicia?” 
 
    “Whatever it takes to get the job done. But Christmas, sir. You wouldn’t want to wait a few weeks? Maybe three?” 
 
    “Strike while the iron’s hot, Alicia. Call my lawyer in the morning. It’s time to draw up a few agreements.” 
 
    “I thought the tree farm hadn’t agreed to sell.” 
 
    “They haven’t. Yet.” Richard felt a swell of hope. “After I’m done with them, they will. It’s time to put the big guy out of business and time for Wolfe Entertainment to move on in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three  
 
      
 
    After dropping Dad off at the airport, Rebecca returned home a little sad and exhausted. Still, she was excited to stand on her own two feet for a change—even if they were ready to hit the sack. First Rebecca put away some dishes in the vintage style baby blue kitchen—it hadn’t changed since before she was born.  
 
    It even still had an old chrome table with a cream-colored top. 
 
    She sat on her mother’s sofa in the living room with a yawn and organized the magazines. Underneath, a corner of an envelope stuck out and Rebecca pulled it free, curious about what it could be. 
 
    It was from Richard Wolfe, of all people, and it was addressed to the farm instead of to her father directly. What could it have been about? Dad hadn’t mentioned it and the envelope appeared to have been torn open in haste.  
 
    Rebecca leaned forward and unfolded the paper with interest. It appeared to be an offer letter. The great billionaire and businessman Richard Wolfe wanted to buy the Smalls Christmas Farm for… millions of dollars! An easy sell, according to the letter. Rebecca wasn’t surprised her Dad hadn’t agreed to it. Rebecca wouldn’t, either. 
 
    She walked back into the kitchen with the letter and put it exactly where it deserved to be. In the trash. Their farm wasn’t for sale, first of all and secondly, Sweet Falls didn’t need a casino or the type of entertainment that went along with it. 
 
    No way. No how. 
 
    As she headed toward the staircase that led to the bedrooms, a gleaming bright light cast in around the drawn country curtains in the living room. Still, the edges were so brightly lit, it was like the full power of the sun. It’d wouldn’t be strange if it wasn’t midnight.  
 
    Rebecca peeled back the curtain and nearly was blinded by a shining light coming up from over the trees. She shielded her eyes and squinted, wondering if there had been a crash of some kind—a car, a plane? UFO? There haden’t been any noise or rumbling except for Rebecca’s stomach that churned. 
 
    Maybe she should check it out. Without giving it much thought, she grabbed her wool coat off the hook by the front door and ran out to the old pickup truck. She peeled out in reverse, the sound of the diesel engine chugging away like a meaty sounding bear. Rebecca followed the glowing light through the trees around the old pass. She played with the radio dial, hitting the towns two major local stations, but there was no news about an accident or any kind of meteor shower. It wasn’t like Rebecca was a conspiracy theorist but she couldn’t wrap her head around what else could’ve been the matter. 
 
    Finally when she turned down Old Peacock Road, the light grew so intense, Rebecca had to lower her head. The radiant shine lead her right toward a new office complex. In fact, she hadn’t even realized it was under construction. She drove around the back and parked her truck, gawking at a sign aimed at the trees. 
 
    Wolfe Entertainment. It had to be Richard Wolfe and if it was aimed at the trees, away from the street it must’ve been done for a particular reason. To get her father’s attention? To motivate them to sell? 
 
    Rebecca didn’t know but she planned on asking Richard Wolfe about it immediately. No matter what time it was. He might not be there but she wouldn’t let security get rid of her—if anyone was inside the building. 
 
    She gunned her truck and skidded to a stop in front of the building. With the truck in park, Rebecca yanked the keys free and ran up the front steps. “Hello!” She yelled and banged the side of her fist hard against the glass door. The place was bolted down tight but she peered inside, she saw a security guard sitting at the front desk. 
 
    With annoyance, he glanced at her. Rebecca banged on the glass again. “Yeah, you! Open the door!” 
 
    With a sigh, the security guard unlocked the door and opened it just enough. “Is there something I can do for you… Ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes, yes there is. Your sign is as bright as a spotlight and it’s shining right in my house. If you could turn it off when I’m trying to sleep, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “I would but it’s malfunctioning. We can’t turn it off.” 
 
    Rebecca narrowed her eyes. “Is that can’t or is that won’t? Listen, I know who owns this building. I mean, his name is certainly large enough on it. And I know he’s been after my family’s property for years. So, why don’t you ring him on the phone and get him down here. We’ll finally settle this issue once and for all.” 
 
    The security guard’s mouth dropped open. “Miss, people don’t just summon Richard Wolfe in the middle of the night. Not if they want to keep their job.” 
 
    Well, Rebecca certainly didn’t want anyone to lose their job, especially around the holidays. She was about to say so when a tall man, a very handsome tall man, stepped behind the security guard. “I’ll see to it. Don’t worry, Jeff.” His voice was so hushed, he must’ve just woken up. 
 
    Rebecca cleared her throat and buttoned her jacket in the cold. As the security guard left, she was left face to face with Richard Wolfe. He was better looking than he was on television and younger, too. A strong jaw, brown wavy hair, and blue piercing eyes that would’ve been attractive if he hadn’t been such a… such a… schmuck. 
 
    “Richard Wolfe, I presume,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “You’ve figured me out.” He smiled, not unpleasantly. “Is there something I can help you with Ms…” 
 
    “Smalls. Your sign. It’s very bright. It’s keeping me awake and it’s going to scare all the local wildlife. You might also be attracting every bird and insect in a hundred-mile radius.” 
 
    “It is pretty bright and I’m sorry for that. It’s malfunctioning. I’ll have it taken care of in a few days. I promise. If it’s interfering with your sleep, I could offer to pay for you to relocate for a short while?” 
 
    “I have a business to run. I’m afraid I can’t.” Rebecca tried to keep anger firmly where it was but if it wasn’t really  malfunctioning... “Are you sure this has nothing to do with wanting to buy my family’s land?” 
 
    “Oh, are you that Rebecca Smalls?” Richard’s eyes widened. “Well, what a small word it really is! You know, I did want to buy your father’s land but his answer was always firm.” 
 
    “Of course it was. We love our farm.” It was her mother’s dream and it meant too much to the family to give it up. A billionaire like him probably couldn’t understand that. 
 
    Richard shrugged. “I stood corrected time and time again.  Have a nice night.” Richard offered Rebecca his hand. 
 
    She stared at it a moment too long and finally shook it. His warm skin felt nice on her cool hand. Rebecca left without another word but inside she shivered and it wasn’t from the cold.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    A firecracker. That’s what she was. A firecracker in the middle of winter who lit up the night sky with her unapologetic red mane. It was unkempt and wild—the exact opposite of what Richard found attractive. Yet here he was. Standing in the doorway nearing the end of December with only slippers on his feet. 
 
    Gawking after the woman he had laid his sights on. The new owner of the Smalls Christmas Tree Farm, Rebecca was the one he had to convince to sell. And instead of wanting to destroy her, he wanted to date her. 
 
    Fat chance of that happening. A farm girl like her and a tycoon like him? Not to mention he and Christmas just didn’t mix and it was her bread and butter. She was just a pretty face in a long line of pretty faces. Just because she came from good genes didn’t mean Richard had to change his plans. 
 
    He had no intention of doing so. 
 
    “Mr. Wolfe? You might want to come back inside,” the security guard said. 
 
    “I’m coming. I was—just getting some fresh air.” Richard stepped back inside. When Rebecca’s pickup truck peeled out of the parking lot, he headed for the elevator. It had been inevitable that Richard would meet her. And she would meet him. He just hadn’t expected it to happen so quickly. Usually it took more time. Most marks didn’t show up in the middle of the night, banging on his door. 
 
    A firecracker. 
 
    Richard couldn’t help but smile. This one might even be a little bit of fun. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Richard convinced himself that he had dreamt up much of his attraction to Rebecca Smalls. He had been tired and had just been awoken from a restful slumber. The air outside was cold. There were other explanations than falling for a woman who he had just met in her overalls and long overcoat. When he dated, it involved fine dining and formal attire. It didn’t involve dirt and pickup trucks. 
 
    It didn’t involve cozy small towns, either. Richard could tolerate it for a time—to develop a presence for his business—but that would be it. He’d make sure he didn’t need to head out into town too much. Cameras followed him wherever he went and Richard wasn’t a fan of being caught unaware. 
 
    No, if people wanted him they could come to him. He built the building as his home and office for a reason.  
 
    After a reasonable breakfast, Richard headed downstairs to the conference room. Through the glass doors, he could make out Alicia setting mugs of coffee on the table for all those that would be gathering for their day of meetings. His assistant was hardworking with a good head on her shoulders, which was why Richard was dismayed to see her in a red sweater. Red in December meant only one thing. 
 
    Holidays. Celebrations. All things someone without a family despised. 
 
    He cleared his throat as he entered the room with apprehension. He pushed the negative thoughts away. They wouldn’t make his day better, far from it and Richard was all about keeping a clear head. Positive thoughts. Lord knew, negative thoughts were easy to take root and they only made him feel worse about himself. 
 
    “Good morning!” Alicia smiled at him when she turned. “How was your first night in your new place, sir?” She handed him a steaming cup of coffee colored with just the right amount of cream. Someone as dedicated with an attention to detail was a hard thing to find. Richard ignored her red sweater and mistletoe earrings and sipped his coffee. 
 
    “Oh, fine. Fine. Has there been any response from the letters I sent last week?” 
 
    “Only one. We are buying the smallest property. Hopefully close in a few weeks.” Alicia sorted through a series of file folders and began to lay them out at each seat.  
 
    “Any word on the Smalls farm?” Richard tried to ask nonchalantly but he had to admit his interest was piqued since last night.  
 
    “We sent the offer. Pulled out all the stops like you requested but no, no answer. We don’t even know if he was even opening them anymore or just throwing them out.” 
 
    Richard’s eyebrows furrowed. “People do that? Throw out mail without opening it?” 
 
    “Well sure, if they feel harassed. I mean, oh! Sorry, Mr. Wolfe.” Alicia’s cheek blushed a bright red color. 
 
    “No, it’s a fair assessment. I’ve been fairly single minded about this acquisition. I can’t help what I like. And I like the location of that tree farm. Maybe if I visit and give him my pitch directly. He’ll see what that money can do for him.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea but a little late, I’m afraid. Around town the word is Mr. Smalls has gone to the tropics for the holiday. He won’t be back for a month.” 
 
    “A month!” Richard’s eyes bugged. “That’s… how can a man who owns a farm selling trees for one measly holiday go to the tropics for a week, let alone a month?” 
 
    Alicia shrugged. “I don’t know, sir. But if you insist on this being the location of your casino, maybe hang out for the month? Get to know the town? It could do a lot with the generosity of the town. So far, we’re meeting some resistance.” 
 
    “Resistance?” What was there to resist? People loved money, fun, and a good live show now and then. Who could possibly say no to that? 
 
    “People want to protect their small town. They’re afraid of gambling addictions, changing the landscape, and all the tourists this will bring.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “The landscape looks pretty dull to me. Things change and that’s just how the world works. I’ll tell them that, too, if I ever get the chance.” 
 
    “You could, sir. Just head out. Mingle. Lunch time would be a great time to get downtown and see some of the local haunts. The Christmas decorations are some of the cutest I’ve ever seen and I’ve seen a lot!” 
 
    “Oh, I guess you have.” The idea of going out in public to mingle with locals, made Richard’s palms perspire. “Maybe tomorrow. Big day today. We’ll be working through lunch,” he lied. He always lied. 
 
    There was no way he could leave to get lunch or otherwise. Not today. Not any day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The morning chill on the top floor of the farmhouse was always the worst. Rebecca wrapped herself in her fuzzy owl bathrobe, big fur lined socks, and hurried down the stairs. The cats were meowing to be fed and Rebecca could smell the coffee brewing from the automatic timer. Technology was a great thing, especially when it related to coffee. 
 
    The old kitchen was cramped. The counter covered in gadgets and gismos. The cabinet creaked as she opened the door to grab the container of cat food. Right away, her feet were swarming with three hungry cats, all waiting for their piece of the pie. 
 
    She blew them kisses as she filled their bowls. With the food put away, Rebecca thought about her own breakfast as her stomach rolled with hunger. Cereal? Eggs? She settled on some multigrain toast. She’d load it up with butter, just the way she liked.  
 
    Rebecca turned on some pop music from the 1990s she loved so much and grabbed her snowman mug from the cupboard. As she pulled it free, three envelopes fell out. Curious, she turned them over. To her surprise, each was stamped with ‘Final Notice’ through the center. They hadn’t even been opened yet. 
 
    Her heart sped away and she tore them open to see an electric bill, a gas bill, and some repair work for some of the trucks they used for the farm business. The last bill was into the thousands of dollars. Rebecca didn’t understand. How could her father have gone away on a one-month vacation if things were this bad? 
 
    Rebecca felt like she was going to be sick. Her bank account was trim but not empty. She could pay the electric bill and hopefully get an extension on the gas bill. Maybe if she was lucky, she could come to a deal with the repair company. They had been faithful customers ever since Rebecca was little. Surely that had to mean something. 
 
    Right? 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Ready for the day in relaxed jeans and a puffer jacket, Rebecca drove into town to pay the electric bill. She finished early so was able to put a partial payment on the gas bill but it would bring her very close to bare bones. Still, something had to give. Rebecca worried her Dad had other secrets. Was he trying to handle thing himself or was Mom’s battle with cancer distracting him from running the business? Rebecca wished she could call him and find out. She couldn’t stand the idea that her mom’s precious farm might be in jeopardy. 
 
    With an hour until the farm stand would open to customer, Rebecca hiked downtown and stopped at the mechanic shop that always serviced their vehicles. It was a small family shop owned by the Dressen family. Now Mitch, the son, ran the company but he was the honest sort. Nice. She was sure he’d be able to cut her a deal. 
 
    “I understand more than anyone that stuff like this happens,” Mitch said. He was in a flannel shirt untucked and wore a baseball cap facing the wrong way. His face covered in a few days’ worth of stubble. Once upon a time he was considered one of the most eligible bachelors in town. Rebecca had heard through the grapevine that he was seeing someone. 
 
    “Thank you for understanding. My mother died of cancer this past year and I’m worried my dad’s just let things go.” 
 
    “I heard. I’m sorry. Your family has my condolences. Look, it’s a lot of money. After Christmas, let’s get together and we’ll work out a payment plan. I’ll make sure John doesn’t send you to collection. Now, he’s not mean spirited. He just handles all that financial stuff so I don’t have to worry about it.” 
 
    “That’s generous of you. Almost too much,” Rebecca admitted. “But I accept.” 
 
    “Christmas, right?” Mitch said with a dimple smile. “It turns us all into kids and I’m not going to send the Christmas tree farm into collections during your own season. Wouldn’t be right.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mitch.” Rebecca shook his hand but couldn’t stop herself from kissing his cheek. He had saved her from so much work and so much heartbreak. She couldn’t even begin to explain it to him.  
 
    “Have a good season. Enjoy it. I’m sorry about your mom.” 
 
    He said all the right things. Mitch understood loss, too.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Upon returning home, Rebecca parked the truck in the driveway and then hiked on up the hill to the farm stand store front. A simple wooden building with little inside except a cash register and Christmas tree ornaments in whimsical shapes. They sold tree stands, as well but most of those were stacked outside long the fence. Behind the farm stand were rows and rows of trees and Christmas lights were strung up along the many fence posts. Jimmy Crane stood outside in his thick boots, navy beanie, and thick quilted vest.  
 
    “Morning, Ms. Smalls.” He was older than Rebecca by a fair bit but he was polite by default. 
 
    “Morning, Jimmy. Just getting off to a slow start this morning. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Busy season doesn’t start until next week anyway,” Jimmy said like he had been saying the last two weeks. Rebecca knew times were tough and the local hardware store sold trees, too. But those trees were shipped in from the other side of the country. The Smalls Christmas Tree farm offered an experience and a lifetime of memories. 
 
    “People will come,” Rebecca said with confidence. “I know they will. Maybe I should call some of our repeat customers from year to year. See when they’re coming in.” 
 
    “They can prepay for a tree before they get here,” Jimmy suggested. 
 
    Now that was a great idea. “See why I keep you around? That’s a great idea, Jimmy!” Rebecca patted him on the shoulder and headed inside the farm stand. The desk the cash register sat on was hand crafted and rustic. A beautiful piece Dad had made Mom years ago. Rebecca still loved it. 
 
    On a low shelf, was the business logbook. Year to year it held receipts, names and addresses. It would take Rebecca ages to get in touch with everyone so she’d start with the friendliest, the big spenders. The ones who wanted big trees and the personal touch. If she could upgrade them on delivery and setup, maybe she’d have enough money to pay Mitch Dressen off by the end of the season. 
 
    But with everything else, Rebecca didn’t know how she’d make ends meet. Keep the farm, have enough money to live on, and pay the two employees they had. Jimmy had been helping out for years and Yvonne was her best friend. How could Rebecca even fathom letting one of them go? 
 
    She needed to find an answer—and soon. She didn’t know what she’d say to her father but more and more Rebecca felt like he had just run away from his problems. And he had left her holding the bag. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard ate dinner alone in the penthouse suite. Sitting at the table by the window with a view of the mountains, he cut into his steak. He ate it with buttery mashed potatoes with a side of carrots and corn. When he was done, he placed his fork and knife crisscross on his plate. He swallowed some ice water and let out a big sigh. 
 
    Life was simple but it was good. 
 
    He wiped his mouth clean with his folded red fabric napkin and relaxed back in his seat as someone cleared the plate for him. “Put some light classical music on for me please?” Richard asked politely. 
 
    She nodded as she rushed off, not forgetting to turn the gas fireplace on. It was good to have staff who remembered. Staff who listened. 
 
    Richard enjoyed a cup of strong coffee, listened to his music, and stared into the roaring fire. For some reason his mind kept drifting back to Rebecca Smalls from the night before. He didn’t know why he couldn’t shake her. It was as if she had been with him all day, keeping him company when he hadn’t asked for any. 
 
    It filled the void. Made him feel less lonely. Even if it was all made up in his head. 
 
    When the doorbell rang downstairs, Richard was curious. He rose up from his seat and grabbed his blazer from behind his chair. The cuffs of his white button shirt were rolled up as he made his way over to the security monitor to see whom it might be. 
 
    There was no mistaking Rebecca’s wild mane or her oversized coat but why would she be back a second night in a row? 
 
    Richard rushed to find out and hoped the security crew wouldn’t get rid of her too quickly. He hopped into the elevator and hammered the down button. It made no sense to be in such a rush to greet her. As the elevator doors closed, it was clear he was. His pulse raced and as he reached the ground level, he nearly sprinted out of the elevator. 
 
    Rebecca stood at the door and it was clear security was asking for her to leave. She turned and Richard worried he might never get another chance again. “Wait!” He yelled and quickened his steps. 
 
    She turned back toward the door just as he reached the security team. Her hair was windblown and her cheeks rosy from the cold. Eyes wide as she took in the sight of him and Richard thought he must’ve looked like a mad fool. 
 
    “Hello again,” Richard cleared his throat. He patted the security guard on the shoulder to dismiss him. “Two nights in a row.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rebecca cringed. “Yeah. Sorry. I probably shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “Is the light still bothering you?” 
 
    “No, not tonight. I just… You know what—it’s stupid. I should just go.” She turned and Richard touched the hem of her sleeve. He hadn’t meant to reach out and touch her but he did. 
 
    And he recoiled. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have—Why don’t you just tell me why you’ve come out here. I’m sure there must be a reason.” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s a reason all right. Can I come in? It’s getting colder out here.” 
 
    “Oh!” Richard stepped out of the way and allowed her to pass over the threshold.  
 
    “Thanks.” Rebecca kept her jacket wrapped tightly around herself and gazed up. “Wow, this is quite the building. Anyway, why I’m here… My tree farm. It’s in trouble. I need help.” 
 
    Richard was shocked by her admission. “Are you offering to take me up on my offer?” 
 
    Rebecca snorted. “No way! I just want some business advice. Bills are piling up. Tree sales are down more than other years. I’m barely staying afloat. I’m afraid my father wasn’t managing things very well before he left. I think—.” 
 
    She rambled on, picking up more speed as she went. Richard held up his hand. “Slow down.” He gestured to a plush seat in the waiting area. 
 
    Rebecca nodded and sat down. “The tree farm’s been in our family a long time. It was my parents’ pride and joy, especially a joy for my mom. I can’t watch it run into the ground and I can’t sell it. But I need to do something. And I figure you’re a billionaire. Maybe you have some advice about making money.” 
 
    “I see.” Richard sat down across from her. “Well, this is a very ironic situation.” 
 
    Rebecca chewed on the inside of her lip. “I told you it was stupid. I guess I was desperate. Go me.” She sighed, looking hopeless and defeated. 
 
    Richard didn’t like seeing her that way but the position this put him in… “I’ll help you. But we’ll need things.” 
 
    “Really? You will!” Rebecca squealed and covered her mouth with her hands. “Okay, okay!  Tell me what you need.” 
 
    “Financials. Historical’s. Pictures of the farm and your store front, if you have one.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded. “I sure do but wouldn’t it be easier if you just came out and saw it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t. I’m a very busy man. But if you can gather everything we need and stop by tomorrow… morning? Does that work for your schedule?” 
 
    “I’ll make it work.” Rebecca hopped up to her feet. “Thank you, Mr. Wolfe.”  
 
    “Please call me Richard.”  
 
    “Thank you then, Richard.” Rebecca grinned and shook his hand. “I can’t believe you’re really going to help me.” 
 
    “Neither can I,” he laughed. “But I can see how much this means to you. I’ll do what I can. We’ll brainstorm. In the morning would you like some coffee?” Richard asked. 
 
    “I’d love some coffee.” 
 
    Richard saw her to the door. “See you in the morning then.” 
 
    “The morning. It’s a date.” Rebecca’s face froze in horror. “But not a date-date. You know what I meant, right? Please say you know what I meant.” 
 
    “I did. Have no fear. Good evening, Ms. Smalls. Try to relax and we’ll do what we can.” 
 
    Rebecca squealed and ran down the front steps. Richard watched her get into the truck before he waved goodbye. He moved away from the window because he didn’t want to creep her out. But tomorrow she’d be back… 
 
    Tomorrow. Richard could hardly wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Rebecca awoke energized in the morning. For the first time in forever, she awoke before her alarm. There was a spring in her step as she ran through the house getting herself ready for the day. She pinned her hair back on the sides, dressed in a green sweater and blue faded skinny jeans. Sipping coffee and eating toast, she fed the cats and finally grabbed the financial ledgers sitting on her kitchen table. 
 
    She had poured over them the night before, trying to wrap her mind around what was happening to the family farm and why the people of Sweet Falls were getting their trees somewhere else. 
 
    “It’s the economy,” her friend Yvonne said as Rebecca let her in the front door. Yvonne took off her pink scarf and spiraled it around a hook in the entry way. “Money is tight and families are short on time. A cut your own tree experience is a novelty.” 
 
    “We have fresh cut ones, too,” Rebecca defended but she guessed Yvonne might be right.  
 
    “More expensive than the ones at the hardware store and further from town.” Yvonne wrinkled up her nose. “I don’t like to upset you. I know how much you love the farm. The town does, too. I do, too.”  
 
    Rebecca noticed Yvonne was gazing around the kitchen with a look of whimsy in her eye. “What is it?” 
 
    “Oh,” Yvonne sighed. “Just remembering your mom here. This time of year she’d have cookies to decorate it seemed all day long!” Yvonne laughed. “Miss her. She was always so cheery.” 
 
    “I miss her, too,” Rebecca said softly. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m such a fool sometimes.” 
 
    “You’re allowed to miss her, too. Everyone is. I don’t want to forget how much she was s part of this place.” Rebecca gazed over at where her mom’s yellow apron decorated with birds and flowers still hung beside the stove. The room was like a shrine to her mother—the whole house was. Maybe it was wrong but Rebecca didn’t want things to change. 
 
    Yvonne gripped Rebecca’s arm. “Maybe tell me about Richard Wolfe! What’s he like? A billionaire and all?” 
 
    “Handsome,” Rebecca’s eyes bugged. The change in subject relieved her. “Kind of…  formal. You know, stuffy. I guess he has a lot on his plate.” 
 
    “Well he offered to help you and being handsome definitely is a perk! Why don’t you run along and I’ll open the farm stand?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Yvonne waved her off. “Please, that’s why you asked me here. Besides, I’ve done it enough times I’ll be fine until you get back. I can handle just about anything life throws my way.” 
 
    It was one of the reasons Rebecca loved her. They had been through thick and thin together. Good friends were hard to come by. Rebecca thanked her and reached for her coat hanging on the wall.   
 
    “If you’re going to be hanging out with billionaires, you’re going to need to get a coat better than that.” 
 
    Rebecca zipped up her quilted beige overcoat and gave it the once over. With its fur lined puffy collar she thought it was fashionable and warm. Sure, it was big on her and came down to her knees but that was the point, wasn’t it? To keep her warm. 
 
    “Well, it’s not like that. It’s just some advice.” 
 
    “Sure but you never know, right? It’s not everyone who gets to rub elbows with a bona fide billionaire!” 
 
    Yvonne might’ve been right about that. Rebecca didn’t address it, though. She just gave her a peck on the cheek. “Thanks for helping out. You know where everything is and if you run into trouble…” 
 
    “I’ll call you but everything will be fine, don’t you worry!” 
 
    Rebecca tried not to. She picked up the binders, photos, and workbooks on the table and dashed out the door. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The drive over to Richard Wolfe’s property didn’t seem to take as long during daylight hours. In fact, Rebecca found the fountain out front elegant. In the spring she imagined it’d be eye catching and beautiful. 
 
    She was shown inside right away and Rebecca stood aimlessly in front of the reception desk. The woman behind the five-foot desk sat perched on a seat. She wore a light gray knit dress that fit her just so and her brown hair was pulled back into a sleek bun. “Can I get you anything?” She asked Rebecca kindly with a smile. 
 
    “No, thanks anyway.” Rebecca kept her hands in her pockets and tried to busy herself by looking around. When the phones started to ring, the receptionist looked glad that Rebecca didn’t take her up on her offer.  
 
    At least she tried. 
 
    A few minutes later, Richard came out from a double set of doors behind reception. “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting, Rebecca.” He rushed over to greet her. “I hope you weren’t waiting long.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not long. I just put my stuff down over there.” She moved toward a small end table but Richard beat her to it. 
 
    “Nonsense,” he said as he collected the colorful binders into his arms. “I’ve got them. Follow me.” 
 
    Rebecca couldn’t believe a billionaire was carrying her dirty old financial binders and ledgers. She almost said so but realized how rude that would be. Richard Wolfe was still a human being that did normal things. He probably put his pajama bottoms on one leg at a time, too. 
 
    She followed after him into the conference room. The windows were huge and the blinds drawn wide open. A breathtaking view of the mountains filled the space and Rebecca felt high up. Nearly afraid. She had lived in the mountains all her life but never quite had seen it like that before. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    There were glasses of water on the table and a few pens laid in an orderly line by each seat. As Rebecca was unzipping her jacket, a knock came at the door. “Can I fetch you some coffee for your meeting?” 
 
    Richard paused in his organization of her ledgers and photographs. “Oh yes. Two please. Rebecca this is my personal assistant, Alicia. I wouldn’t get anything done without her. Alicia this is Rebecca Smalls.” 
 
    Alicia’s eyes widened and her lips seemed to curl as if she fought a fit of laughter. “Smalls?” 
 
    “Smalls.” Richard confirmed. 
 
    “Smalls, that’s the family name.” Rebecca took her coat off and draped it over the back of the chair beside her. 
 
    “Right. Coffee. Two coffees.” Alicia stuck her head back out of the office and rushed away.  
 
    Rebecca wondered what that was all about as she fluffed her red hair behind her. When she turned back toward the table, Richard was staring at her. “Is there… something wrong?” Rebecca slid a chair out and inspected her lower half to see if she was properly dressed.  
 
    She was. 
 
    “Oh, nothing’s wrong.” Richard cleared his throat. “Your large jacket… it just does you no justice.” 
 
    Rebecca glanced down at herself again. Was that a compliment? “Well, thanks. I guess. You’re the second person today who insulted my coat.” She sat down in the chair across from him and wheeled herself in closer. 
 
    He glanced up from her files. “I didn’t mean to insult your jacket. I mean, it’s a perfectly good piece of outerwear.” Richard cleared his throat for a second time and Rebecca thought she might be making him uncomfortable. 
 
    She stretched to pick up the pen and snapped it on and off a few times. “The financials… they must look pretty bleak.” 
 
    “Ahh… I could say I’ve seen worse but I’d be lying. How do you survive through those months where people aren’t buying trees?” 
 
    “I work in town. The trees pretty much take care of themselves. We prune and make sure we only cut down mature trees. Make sure they don’t get diseases but other than that, I have a lot of time on my hands. The tree farm just has to make enough to sustain and pay for itself. And for the help on our on-season.” Rebecca wasn’t sure if any of that sounded right or plausible. 
 
    “Last year there were a lot of big withdrawals from the business account. Was there a problem or crisis on the farm? Natural disaster?” 
 
    “My mom’s battle with cancer heated up. She died last year.” Rebecca tried hard to maintain her eye contact but wanted to shift away. She forced herself to stay focused and she saw sympathy coming from Richard. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can understand now how things slipped away from you.” He closed the financial ledger and opened the file filled with photos. 
 
    “Those are pictures of the acreage. Our store front inside and out. Some pictures of some parties we’ve done in past years when we had more capital. And more enthusiasm. It was mom who really was the creative side of the family.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can, too, but I hear what you’re saying.” Richard studied the photos carefully, holding them up one at a time. 
 
    A knock at the door came and a moment later, Alicia came in with two cups of steaming coffee on a tray with cream and sugar. “I’m sorry, Ms. Smalls. I forgot to ask you how you like your coffee. I also got you a biscuit—a cookie.” 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse Alicia,” Richard said as he reached for his coffee. “She has a little European in her. I’ve been trying to Americanize her to no avail.”  
 
    Rebecca laughed and stirred her coffee. “I don’t mind. Thanks, Alicia. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Oh, no problem.” She said goodbye and hurried from the room, closing the door. 
 
    Richard sipped his coffee and leaned back in his chair. His sleeves rolled up, Rebecca couldn’t help but notice how muscular his forearms were with just enough hair to pique her interest. The gold watch on his wrist just further convinced Rebecca of his wealth and of his physical appeal. There was nothing about him that didn’t scream red blooded American male.  
 
    She kind of liked that way more than she thought she would. 
 
    “You have two choices as far as I can see. The first one is easiest. My original offer is on the table. Sell to me, I’ll give you a hefty sum so you can start over wherever you want. Here. The Bahamas. It’s up to you. Your financial troubles and long winters will be a thing of the past.” 
 
    Rebecca sat firm and shook her head. “You better try again because if that’s all you have for me…” She was ready to get up and leave right then and there. 
 
    He shrugged as if he was surrendering. “Go out of business and wish you had sold to me earlier. There are no other choices. You’re deep in the red. You are falling behind every month worse than the month before. Your father ignored the problems and jetted off on a tropical vacation to leave you to clean up his mess. He’s already emotionally checked out, Rebecca.” 
 
    Maybe it was all true. Maybe it was even kind of Richard to be so honest with her but she felt like she had been slapped across the face. “There must be another way. I refuse to believe there isn’t a third option.” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “Only if you believe in hard work. In digging in. In reinventing your farm and stepping outside the box.” 
 
    “I do. Of course I do. I’m willing to try anything, Mr. Wolfe. Please. I can’t lose my mother’s farm.” 
 
    “All right.” Richard shrugged and drained the rest of his coffee. “Then it’s really time to get to work.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    They worked into the afternoon with plans and ideas. They filled out pages of outlines, tasks, and a project timeline that was aggressive and largely unattainable. But Rebecca was hungry for it. He saw it in her eyes and he loved her eyes. Green, like emeralds with more fire in them than he was used to seeing from anyone. Almost like an ocean current, he lost himself in them, especially when she smiled. There was a sparkle about her in the way her cheeks flushed. Richard was intoxicated by her in ways rich debutantes were unable before. 
 
    He wanted to help her. He wanted her to save her farm. More importantly, he wanted to be there to pick up the pieces when she couldn’t. Richard could easily double the amount he offered. But now he was torn between giving Rebecca what she wanted and taking what it was his heart desired the most. 
 
    What was it his mother had always said? Dreams change? Richard might’ve believed that once but not anymore. Life was a series of blips and pit stops. Nothing more. He had his road map and he’d make sure he got to it every step of the way.  
 
    When lunch came, Richard picked up their order at reception. Two sandwiches in cardboard trays with red and white checkered wax paper. The smell of the dill pickle was sour and salty. It was one of Richard’s favorite things. Rebecca’s, too, the way she dove into the single spear. Richard liked a girl who could eat without fear of repercussion.  
 
    They walked through the building to get a change of scenery. Richard showed her the fitness center, the break room and the library. He led her through a set of white doors and into a sunroom among the trees. A beautiful winter landscape filled with snow and a few birds left for the season. In the room was a set of sofas, a gas fireplace, and thick lambswool blankets.  
 
    “Breathtaking,” Rebecca said as she sat down on a sofa. Richard sat beside her but not too close. He tried to focus more on his sandwich than on her. It was harder than it should’ve been. For some reason, Rebecca got under his skin without even meaning to. “And you live right upstairs? I mean you must or you’re here very late working.” 
 
    “I’d be here late if I didn’t live here, which was part of the appeal of building the penthouse upstairs. I can get more work done and have the full comforts of home.” 
 
    “Almost like you never have to leave. With the fitness center here and the day spa. You’re pretty much set for life.” 
 
    Richard coughed, nearly choking on a piece of tomato from his sandwich. “Pretty close,” he coughed again into his fist. “But there’s no grocery store here.” 
 
    “You pick up your own groceries?” 
 
    “No,” Richard laughed. “Not at all. I have them delivered or have one of my assistant’s pick things up. Truthfully though, my life consists of takeout.” He lifted his half-eaten sandwich in the air. “We all do the best we can.” 
 
    Rebecca smirked. “Well, these are good. They are. But you have to try a home cooked meal sometime. Or close to it. There’s a diner downtown that does an amazing turkey gobbler.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Rebecca’s eyes widened. “It’s a huge sub roll loaded up with a thanksgiving dinner. Turkey, mashed potatoes, stuffing, cranberry sauce and gravy.” 
 
    “On bread? It sounds like a mess!” 
 
    Rebecca admitted that it did. “It sounds like a giant pile of stuff but trust me, it’s the tastiest pile of stuff you’ve ever eaten!” She laughed and so did he. 
 
    He wiped the corner of his mouth with his finger. “I promise someday to try it but only if you get one with me.” 
 
    Rebecca stared at him for a moment and he realized he had offended her. It was the last thing he had wanted to do. He rushed on and apologized. “Not like a date. That’s not what I meant. I’m sorry if that’s what it sounded.” 
 
    “Oh no. Not at all. A date?” Rebecca snorted. “I know you’re just being friendly and making conversation.” 
 
    Richard breathed a sigh of relief but part of him felt let down. “I’m glad you understood where I was coming from.” 
 
    “Pretty hard to miss,” she said with a delicate smile. 
 
    After they finished their sandwiches, they returned back to the conference room. Richard was glad they took the time to go on a little walk. He rarely got to do anything other than sit at the table talking to partners or eating dinner by himself in the penthouse suite. They worked on creating an agenda.  
 
    While Rebecca read everything over, she chewed the bottom of her pencil. She looked like a schoolgirl with a twinkle in her eye and a naïve expression on her face. “I’m excited for this. I think this is going to be really exciting. A hot cocoa bar on weekends will be great for drawing in a crowd.” 
 
    “Your farm is big enough. It should be used to turn tree shopping into an afternoon event for families.” Richard tried to pretend he didn’t feel so mournful when he thought of families, laughter, and celebration of holidays. Something he had never had, not even as a boy, and it was something he liked to pretend he had no interest in. 
 
    Pretty hard when sitting across from the Christmas Tree queen. 
 
    Rebecca collected her things and gave him a smile. “Thank you. Really. I don’t have a lot of money to spare but I think I can pull some of this together with some help. Get some buzz going. I don’t have a lot of time to make a difference so… thank you.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “It’s been a pleasure. I’ll… check in on you. A few days? Call if you have any questions or need to brainstorm something new.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you so much, Richard.” She balanced the binders in one arm and shook his hand. Then she turned and sprinted out of the room. Happy, full of energy and life. It filled Richard with his own feeling of gratitude and pride. 
 
    He had helped her. He had done that. 
 
    A moment later Alicia knocked on the doorframe. “I saw her sprint out of here like a happy flock of reindeer.” 
 
    Richard gave her a look and leaned his chair back. “Are you trying to say something?” 
 
    “Just…,” Alicia looked over her shoulder. “You want her farm. You’ve been doing your Scrooge’s best to make sure you get it. Now you’re helping her? It doesn’t make sense, sir. I’ve never seen you change your mind on landing a deal.” 
 
    “I haven’t changed my mind. I offered to buy it from her. She said no. Now, I’ll do my best to help her. If it works out, fine. If it doesn’t… well, I’ll still be here to bail her out, won’t I?” Richard smiled but he felt like a heel. The odds of her making enough money in a few weeks to support the farm and pay off her debt were astronomically high. He should feel satisfied but he didn’t. 
 
    Richard felt dirty. 
 
    Business dealings never made him feel any way other than victorious or like a failure. So why was this one turning so personal already? Was it because he hated Christmas or because he liked Rebecca? 
 
    “I hope you didn’t give her bad advice.” 
 
    Offended at the suggestion, Richard shot her a level stare. “Never.” 
 
    Alicia held her hands up in surrender. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to insult you. She just… well, she’s not the usual type we deal with.” 
 
    “No, not at all.” Richard grinned as he thought of Rebecca. He felt strangely warm when he did. He liked her. Genuinely. There was no more denying that. If only she didn’t have what he wanted. Richard almost wished things were different. At least he’d get to keep seeing her for a little while. 
 
    Before he needed to do his best to take her farm away.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    It took a few days to put all of her plans into motion but with Yvonne’s help, things were coming together. They decorated the inside of the farm stand with silver and red garland and Christmas stockings. Against a barren wall they setup a large table and covered it in a red tablecloth with snowflakes. Rebecca dug out her mom’s old crockpot and it would be the perfect setup for the hot cocoa buffet with whipped cream, mini marshmallows, and all the usual fixings.  
 
    It wouldn’t make a fortune but it’d get them there and Rebecca hoped they’d stay for a wagon ride around the farm and maybe leave with a tree. 
 
    They started making calls to offer to deliver trees to businesses, the nursing homes, and to the elderly. All of which drummed up some business and Rebecca couldn’t help but be excited. Things were moving in the right direction. 
 
    She discovered Jimmy was really good at designing flyers, so he made one for their winter festival party with wagon rides, inflatable bounce houses for the kids, and a wreath decorating party.  
 
    Rebecca was sure it was going to work. So sure. Not only that but she felt great about herself and the family farm. She had always loved it but she had never felt alive like she did now. Finally, she had taken ownership without her dad or mom telling her what to do. It was a great feeling.  
 
    Empowered. In control. Rebecca loved everything about it. 
 
    She thought of other things she could do throughout the year so people would remember her farm. From selling pumpkins to Christmas ornaments and maybe running a few summer programs to keep parents coming back with their friends. Rebecca wanted nothing more than for them to be a huge success. 
 
    Rebecca and Yvonne worked through the day. Later that night, Rebecca was attending a party at the town hall function room. It was city wide and she hoped to spread word about what was going on at the Christmas tree farm. She really would’ve liked Richard to go. He was new to town and as far as Rebecca could tell, he hadn’t really put himself out there.  
 
    Richard chuckled and then stopped dead cold when Rebecca had called him. “Me? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah I’m serious. This is what life is like in a small town. We see each other. We go to parties. I thought it might be nice for you to meet more people. Sweet Falls is a great place.” 
 
    “I’m sure it is. It’s beautiful country, honestly it is. I’m just… very busy. And people would stare. I can’t just show up in my limo to a town hall. It’d be weird.” 
 
    “It would but I could take you. You could ride in my pickup truck.”  
 
    Richard laughed again and Rebecca wished he’d stop doing that. “I don’t see what’s so funny about my truck.” 
 
    “Your truck isn’t. Me riding shotgun with you is. I appreciate your offer and how gracious you’re being but this is your town and your holiday. I’d only mess it up. Call me and let me know how it goes. I hope everyone loves your ideas and your flyer. It’s going to be a big hit, I know it.” 
 
    Rebecca hung up the phone with a heavy heart. Maybe she and Richard weren’t exactly written in the stars but she thought maybe they could have a good time. Rebecca glanced down at the red and white dress she chose to wear to the town hall. 
 
    Usually she went out in jeans but she picked the dress when thinking about Richard. Obviously that wasn’t in the cards. Maybe he was embarrassed to be seen with her even if it was just a small get together as friends. He was refined and Rebecca was the exact opposite of that. 
 
    “Oh Rebecca,” she whispered to herself, “that’s what you get for dreaming.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    The Sweet Falls town potluck for Christmas had been a family favorite. Rebecca couldn’t wait to have all of the local favorites year after year. From the cranberry and orange punch, to the Christmas Grinch snacks, and her personal favorite the giant cake brought in from Sprinkles Mix-Ups bakery! Lauren had been a friend for a long time. 
 
    And now Ally Sinclair was one of the town’s most charming people and a fine baker. Rebecca took her towering plate of snacks over to a small table. She sat, listened to Christmas carols and allowed her mind to wander. By the time she had finished her drink, she was ready to hit the ground running. 
 
    She left a flyer at the buffet table and at the sitting area. Rebecca also hung one by the front door. She hoped people would see it as they were leaving for the evening. It was time to cross her fingers and hope for the best. 
 
    “Rebecca Smalls! I thought I saw you by the cookie swap,” Lauren Dressen said as she rushed over to say hello. A big smile plastered on her face, her infant daughter on her hip. Both were dressed in their finest red Christmas dresses. 
 
    “Hi Lauren!” Rebecca gave her a quick hug. “You know how much I love your cookies.” 
 
    “You mean any cookie?” Lauren grinned. “How are you? Oh, what’s that?” She pointed to the flyer Rebecca had been hanging up. “Is that your farm?” 
 
    “Yes! Trying things a little different this year. You know, have a little bit more fun with the farm and the farm stand. Try to bring a crowd in.” 
 
    “That sounds great. Oh, a hot cocoa buffet! Well, that sounds fun. I’ll tell my parents and my brother. Can I have a flyer to put in my bakery?” 
 
    “Yes!” Rebecca’s eyes widened with excitement. She handed Lauren one of her flyers. “If you think of anyone who would like a flyer, send them my way. The more I can spread the word, the better.” 
 
    “Sounds great and you know I will. How’s your dad? Did I hear he jetted off for the whole month?” Lauren gasped, the ever workaholic. “I don’t know how I’d manage!” 
 
    “He sure did!” Rebecca had conflicting feelings about it now that she knew the farm was in trouble. She wasn’t going to air her family’s dirty laundry though. “I’ll get by somehow while he’s gone.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will. You can finally eat in the living room and with your feet up on the table.” 
 
    Rebecca couldn’t believe Lauren could remember that—but it had been her mother’s rule, not exactly her father’s. “You know it!” 
 
    “Well, it was good to see you. Keep in touch and good luck with the farm actives. We’ll be there, for sure! Won’t we, Maggie?” Lauren kissed the little girl’s nose as she continued her way through the town hall. 
 
    A few moments later, Santa made his way through the hall, entering through the back door. He was ringing a bell and the children started jumping up all around. They followed Santa over to the decorated Christmas tree where he sat in a rocking chair, ready to take pictures and talk to each of the kids. 
 
    It was sweet. Rebecca reflected on when she was little. Family and memories, that’s what Rebecca’s farm was going to provide to everyone who lived in Sweet Falls. Somehow, she just had to get everyone out there! It also reminded her she didn’t have anyone special in her life. She rarely had. 
 
    With school, then the farm, and once her mom got sick—Well, Rebecca wondered when it would be her turn. She would get one, wouldn’t she? 
 
    Rebecca grabbed her coat and stepped outside. Light snow fell from the sky and Rebecca’s footsteps crunched a fine layer of snow. Her heart ached at how beautiful it was. If only she had someone to share night’s like this with. 
 
    She hadn’t thought like that until she met Richard Wolfe. Her and a billionaire. What was she thinking? Woman must throw themselves at him all the time. Rebecca refused to be one of them. She wouldn’t even acknowledge her crush. 
 
    Except a limo pulled up beside her and the rear window rolled down. Richard smiled at her. “Lovely evening for a walk.” 
 
    “Richard?” Rebecca’s mouth hung open. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I felt badly for what I said on the phone. I shouldn’t have laughed about your truck. There’s no reason I can’t ride around in a truck if you can put aside my snobbery.” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “I’m glad you can admit that.” 
 
    “Touché,” Richard shrugged. “Anyway, I hope you’ve been able to spread the word about the farm and it’s going well. I wanted to give you my well wishes in person.” Intensely his eyes studied her. She thought there was more he wanted to say but he didn’t say whatever it was. 
 
    “Well, since you’re here, why don’t you come in and have a cookie? Lauren always makes a bunch and she owns the best bakery in town.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t.” Richard noticeably tensed. “I have a lot to get back to. Stop by in a few days and we can review—” 
 
    “Oh, c’mon. It’s seven at night. There are no meetings and schedules to keep. If you wanted to come inside, you could. Don’t you want to have a little fun?” 
 
    “Uhh,” Richard cleared his throat. Rebecca was starting to think maybe he was ashamed to hang out with normal, everyday people like her. What other answer could there be? He said something quietly to his driver. “I can walk with you. How would you feel about that?” 
 
    A walk? Well, Rebecca would take what she could get. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    He popped open his door himself without waiting for his driver. Richard placed his foot down on the sidewalk and almost couldn’t believe he had done it. He was outside. Away from his mansion, his skyscraper, he wasn’t headed into a building or plane he owned. He was standing on the sideway on an unfamiliar city street. 
 
    With a beautiful woman. The beautiful woman staring at him expectantly, with stars dancing in her eyes. Richard liked her. He more than liked her. She made his heart race, which never happened. 
 
    He didn’t leave his building for a woman. He never left his buildings unless he had to. Richard wasn’t exactly a shut in but he came pretty close. The less interaction he had with the world, the better. He could feel the panic racing in his chest just standing outside. But the snow was beautiful and the stars… Richard hadn’t really seen the stars twinkle in many years.  
 
    Gazing up at them, he felt Rebecca lean in closer to him. “Are you all right? You look pale.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “Just enjoying the cold brisk air. You?” 
 
    “Never better. I love nights like this.” She gazed up and took a deep breath. With her eyes closed, her profile was angelic. He couldn’t be feeling what he was feeling—rapid heartbeat, his breath speeding up. It wasn’t possible for him to feel that way. He spent all his adult life building his wealth and building his protective fortress to keep people out. 
 
    Now a simple smile, a mane of wild hair, and it all came tumbling down so easily? What was it about her that made him feel so intoxicated? 
 
    “Come on,” Rebecca said and gestured down the street. “We’re not that far from downtown. You should see the lights this time of year and the tree. I’m sure you’ve seen bigger—better—but our town, well, it’s special.” 
 
    “What makes it special?” Richard asked. They fell in time, walking side by side down the street. The lamp posts that lined the way had red tinsel bells and candy canes hanging from them. It looked like every other street corner he had seen in every small town he had the misfortune of being in. 
 
    So far though, Sweet Falls had something the other towns hadn’t. Rebecca. 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because it’s my home. The tree is towering and covered in thousands of sparkling lights. Every year we have the Christmas Jubilee, basically a winter carnival. It’s fun. There’s a parade, so festive!” There was a hop in her step and as she talked, the enthusiasm in her voice couldn’t be continued. 
 
    Richard felt guilty just being with her. “I have a confession. I don’t actually like Christmas.” 
 
    Rebecca didn’t seem shocked or phased. “Yeah, sure you don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Richard said emphatically.  
 
    “Why not? Is it too commercial for you, Mr. Billionaire?” 
 
    “No. Just seems to be a big to do for nothing. Lights, trees, decorations, singing. All of it a waste of time. We could be spending time doing so many other things.” 
 
    Rebecca turned and faced him. “So being happy, spreading cheer and love, is a waste of time to you?” 
 
    Richard sighed. “Now you’re twisting what I meant.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “I don’t think so. C’mon, Scrooge, we’re almost there.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him along around the corner. He had no choice but to begrudgingly follow behind. 
 
    They turned around the corner and stood on what must’ve been Main Street. The street was mostly deserted except for an open diner and a convenience store. It was as beautiful as Rebecca had described. 
 
    The buildings all had white string lights lining the windows and the rooftops. Lights strung across the street from lamppost to lamppost creating a canopy effect. The whole area glowed. The giant tree was decorated in red and silver poinsettia ornaments and white blinking lights. Richard didn’t mean to exhale so deeply but as he saw it, he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    It was beautiful. It was elegant. He thought maybe Sweet Falls might be special. Maybe more than he had given them credit for. Truth was, is he never had even considered it an option. 
 
    “I knew you’d like it.” Rebecca smirked. 
 
    “Don’t be smug.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Rebecca apologized but the smile on her face said she didn’t mean it. Richard didn’t care.  
 
    As they approached the trees, Richard noticed paper ornaments hanging on the lower branches. “What are those?” 
 
    “Christmas wishes. Anyone can put their name down and their wish, if they want to. Or they can keep it to themselves.” 
 
    “Is your name on the tree somewhere?” Richard asked. 
 
    Rebecca nodded. “Every year I add something.” 
 
    “What did you wish for this year?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that.” She laughed. “Unless you find my ornament and you can look for yourself. That’s how it works.” 
 
    Richard gave a low laugh that turned into a snort. Oh dear, Richard thought. He noticed Rebecca had a new white paper ornament in her hand and a small pencil. “Adding a new one?” 
 
    She flipped it over so he could see she had written his name through the middle.  
 
    “Are you making a wish for me?” Richard asked, incredulously. 
 
    “Well, if you won’t, someone has to.” She hung it high on the tree, standing on tip toes. 
 
    “What did I wish for?” Richard asked. 
 
    Rebecca grinned. “I wished for you to find the magic of Christmas. So you can feel what I feel, what everyone here feels, every December twenty-fifth. If you don’t… well, if you don’t, I think that’s sad.” 
 
    The falling snow collecting in her hair made her look like an angel. Richard wanted to stand closer to her. He wanted to see what she might smell like. What would she say if he reached for her hand or bent down to kiss her? 
 
    Foolish, Richard thought. He wouldn’t do either of those things. He couldn’t. All Richard wanted was her Christmas tree farm. And the thought of how it would break her heart… He needed distance. He did not need to get closer to her. 
 
    “Thanks for caring,” Richard said softly.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I? After everything you’re doing to help my family’s farm, even though I know you really want the land. It’s pretty big of you.” 
 
    Right. Her words brought him crashing back to reality. Richard couldn’t swallow back what a heel he had been. “There’s something I should probably say to clear the air.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I don’t hold it against you. We do own a lot of land. I can see why you want it. It just doesn’t mean I’m going to sell it to you.” Rebecca giggled and led him back down the street. She threw a glance at him over her shoulder. 
 
    Richard rushed to keep up with her. “My driver is waiting for me the other way. I really would like to be getting back.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You don’t want to stop in for a little bit of pie?” Rebecca pointed at the dinner. “This place has some of the best pie you’d ever try! Cherry? Blueberry? Pick your poison.” 
 
    “Rebecca I can’t.” Just the thought of stepping into the diner caused his brow to sweat. Gazing in the window he saw the crowd gathered at the counter and in the booths. There was nothing he feared more than a public place with a group of people. 
 
    “Don’t be silly. Of course you can,” Rebecca reached for him but Richard recoiled from her hand, stumbling backward into the street. She scowled and the look of confusion on her face terrified him. 
 
    She was so close to seeing his biggest secret. His darkest secret. His fears, well Richard had to keep them under wraps. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I have a full agenda tomorrow and I’m afraid I’ll have to go.” Richard apologized and sprinted back toward his waiting car. As he rounded the corner, the door to the town hall opened and he nearly got wacked in the face. 
 
    “Oh sorry!” The woman asked and reached for him. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Richard side stepped her but just barely. When he was safely back inside his car, he barked orders to the driver. “Go! Move!” 
 
    Leaning his head back, Richard sighed and tried to calm down his racing heart. It was beating so quickly and he had trouble catching his breath. 
 
    “Are you all right, sir?” The driver asked as he peeled away from the curb. 
 
    “Fine,” Richard said. He opened his eyes and watched the racing of the streetlights as they drove past. “Just take me home.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    She didn’t know what had happened.  
 
    One minute, they had been standing beside the Christmas tree in a perfect moment. Richard looked handsome and Rebecca felt like they had made a real connection. A good connection. She even thought he had thought of kissing her. Maybe even more than once. Rebecca hadn’t wanted the moment to end, so she thought eating some pie… 
 
    But then a few minutes later, he ran away from her like she was a disease. Something to be ashamed of. Rebecca didn’t understand. She thought maybe something was growing between them. It certainly felt like it. Maybe it was true there was no future for a farm girl and a billionaire. Their worlds were just too different. 
 
    He wanted a gourmet steak. She wanted diner pie. In the end, it was just a shame. A sad shame that they couldn’t have what it was obvious they both felt. 
 
    Rebecca had to let it go and remember to keep things professional from now on. She was resolved in her decision. It made her sad but life sometimes was that way. Rebecca spent the rest of her night at the Christmas party and then headed home to bed. 
 
    Tucked into her bed in white and pink flannel pajamas, her multitude of cats crowded around. All of them wanted a hug or a cuddle and Rebecca couldn’t say that she minded. When the phone rang, she was surprised. She thought maybe it was Richard and she snapped it up quickly. 
 
    “Hello?” Rebecca said quickly. 
 
    “Hey, how are you doing, honey?” 
 
    “Dad!” Rebecca sat up quick. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Oh, just made port. Thought I’d check-in and make sure everything was okay. I’ve been having the time of my life out here and… I thought maybe I might’ve left a few things unfinished.” 
 
    “A few things? That’s putting it mildly.  I’m glad you’re having fun. You deserve it but there are a lot of unpaid bills. There’s a lot of things that you should’ve taken care of.” 
 
    “I know,” Dad sighed. “I just thought… I don’t know what I thought. I just needed to get away. Wasn’t fair to dump it all on you.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Rebecca said even though she didn’t really feel it. He had been through a lot. Rebecca didn’t wish any ill will on him. “I’m working on getting things together. I have a plan and everything will work out.” 
 
    “I sure hope so, honey. I wanted to say, listen I’ve been thinking a lot. You’re young. You shouldn’t waste your life on a tree farm that’s going under. People just aren’t into it like they used to be. So if you think we should sell to Mr. Wolfe maybe we should. Maybe it’s okay to let it go.” 
 
    “Dad,” Rebecca hushed in a low whisper. “We can’t sell our farm. Mom’s farm.” 
 
    “Mom would want us to if it meant we were suffering. I know that goes against everything you feel and me, too, honey but it might be time.” 
 
    “This farm is mom,” Rebecca said with a trembling lip. “How could you… I won’t sell to Richard Wolfe or anyone else. This is our farm. I won’t give it up! I won’t.” 
 
    “All… all right, Rebecca. Just don’t do it for me. I wouldn’t want it to hold you back. That’s the last thing your mother would’ve wanted for you.” 
 
    Rebecca glanced at the phone as her father hung up. Part of her wanted to reach out to Richard. Wanted to tell him she needed to save the farm and see if he had any other ideas but she feared that well was now dry. She had the plan. She put it into action. 
 
    Now all there was to do was to wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Rebeca convinced herself that she had imagined any feelings between her and Richard. Any signs of affection were made up as Rebecca got caught up in the moment of Christmas. The bright lights, the decorations, one too many mugs of hot chocolate—it wouldn’t be the first time that she had gotten wrapped up in the holiday spirit. 
 
    She thought about the frozen turkey toss of 2016 and cringed. Mrs. Johnson’s holiday display had never been the same after that one. 
 
    Rebecca didn’t know if she owed Richard an apology but she thought a few days cooling off period might be good for the both of them. She threw herself into her work, which was easy. So many things to do and so many directions to go. Rebecca didn’t know if she was coming or going! 
 
    Down in the Christmas farm store front, Rebeca setup the new display of Christmas ornaments while Yvonne manned the hot chocolate buffet. The parking lot out front had a few cars pulling up to buy trees. It wasn’t enough to get Rebecca excited yet but it was a beginning. And those were important. 
 
    Yvonne stirred the crockpot of hot cocoa. “I missed you last night.” 
 
    “Oh?” Rebecca didn’t take her eyes off her display. She could hear a teasing tone in Yvonne’s voice she didn’t like. Her friend knew something and she was slowly going to spill it. Rebecca hated moments like this. 
 
    “Course, I saw you from the window.” 
 
    “And?” Rebecca asked. 
 
    “And you know what I’m getting at. You were with a guy. A man. Handsome and from the look of his suit…” 
 
    Rebecca turned and gave her a stern look. “Get to your point, Yvonne.” 
 
    “All right. Fine! Was that him? Richard Wolfe? No one has seen him out and about, you know.” Her friend’s tone was teasing and funny. 
 
    “It was him. He came to… wish me well. But! Before you get any ideas in your head, nothing is going on. It’s friendly. That’s it.” 
 
    That’s it, Rebecca thought sadly. 
 
    “Uh-huh. Honey, a man like him doesn’t go out to check on his friends. He has people for that. If he’s going around checking on you, there’s a reason for it.” 
 
    Rebecca wished that was true. “Listen, I’m all for gossiping about handsome billionaires but really, there’s nothing to this story. We walked around in the snow. It was nice. Then he went home.” 
 
    “Have you talked to him since last night.” 
 
    “I haven’t.” 
 
    This news made Yvonne pout. “Did he try to kiss you?” 
 
    “No!” Rebecca squeaked and shook her head. “You’re impossible.” The bell above the door jingled as a family stepped inside. What a perfect excuse it was to move along. “Hi everyone! Please check out the hot cocoa and some keepsake ornaments!”  She snuck outside, glad to see a few familiar faces from town, there was ‘Old’ man Harris from church and his lovely bride of the last thirty years. They always came with their grandchildren to the park. A nice group, always smiling and in Christmas sweaters for the old photo opp. 
 
    “Rebecca!” Harris shook her hand and kissed her cheek. “Great to see the farm back up and running. What a pleasure it is to be here.” 
 
    She grinned but wasn’t sure what he meant. The farm had always been running but maybe he meant it was great to be open for the season. In that regard, Rebecca had to of course, agree! “Thanks, it’s great to see you and the family. Hope you’ll be back on the weekend to let the kids try out the bounce house fun and the hayrides through the trees!” Rebecca got a bright idea and blinked her eyes quickly. “Maybe a scavenger hunt would be nice. What do you think?” 
 
    The question took her Harris back. “Uh, scavenger hunts, I think they are probably fun. What do you think, kids?” 
 
    A chorus of ‘YAY!’ tore through the group and Rebecca decided that was something she was going to need to do. She’d need help planning it out. For a moment she thought of calling Richard, but no… 
 
    It was time to let that go. It was time to realize, while they might pass for friends, that’s all it would be. Her friend Jenny would be able to help her more than Richard. It was time to get together the girl crew! It was too bad about Richard but he knew where to find her. For tonight she had plans. 
 
    Tomorrow she’d think about calling him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “Sir, call on line one for you. It’s Mr. Thompson and sounds important.” Alicia’s voice chirped through the intercom on his phone.  
 
    Richard leaned back in his chair and bounced the tip of his pen up and down on the edge of his desk. He gazed out his window for a moment, looking at the gentle snow fall of the morning. Didn’t it ever stop snowing here? Maybe he should’ve rethought his vacation destination plans but people did like to ski… 
 
    Hmm, Richard thought, a ski lodge and casino. Now that might’ve been an interesting idea. 
 
    “Richard?” Alicia knocked on the wood modeling in his doorway. “Didn’t you hear me? Mr. Thompson?” 
 
    “What? Oh yes. I did. Sorry. Line two?” 
 
    “One,” Alicia corrected. “You know, if you can’t stop thinking about her, maybe you should call her.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “Alicia, I appreciate your concern but I wasn’t thinking about Rebecca Smalls. Just the snow.” 
 
    “Sure,” she smirked. “I mean, yes sir!” Alicia cleared her throat and did an about face. She stormed over toward her desk. 
 
    Richard’s expression soured. Maybe their relationship was getting a little too relaxed for his liking. He picked up the phone and hit the number one. “Jacob Thompson, hello! What can I do for you today?” 
 
    He gazed out the window as Jacob talked. He watched the snow fall and he thought of Rebecca. He did. And Richard just couldn’t help it. He had scared her and pushed her away. One embarrassment after another. What was it his grandfather had said? The hits just kept on coming. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Dinner was served in his private penthouse dining room. The fire roared and outside the snow had tapered off. Not much had fallen but enough to cover the trees in a fresh layer of beauty. Richard felt a desire to be outside, to walk in the beauty of the mountains and for the first time in forever, he felt lonely. 
 
    Isolated. Alone. 
 
    The fortress of his life had begun to feel like a prison. Something he used to protect himself had morphed into a cell. Richard didn’t know how to escape or even change. He hadn’t touched his dinner nor his wine. He felt paralyzed by indecision. Richard feared changing, he didn’t want to. He really only wanted these feelings to go away. 
 
    “Sir?” Alicia walked in with her coat on her arm. “I’m on my way out. Do you need anything before I go?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “No. I’m fine. Enjoy your night.” 
 
    Alicia sighed. “You’re far from fine. Can I speak candidly?” 
 
    “I’ve never known you not to or to ask. So, no.” 
 
    “Sir!” Alicia sighed. “I’ve worked for you for six years. It hasn’t always been easy but I enjoy it. So know when I say this, it’s with kindness. All right? Last night you walked in the snow. You left the limo. You did it for her. Rebecca. And if she makes you feel you can… maybe she’s worth the risk. Maybe you deserve a chance.” 
 
    “We have far from a chance, Alicia. I have my business. She has a farm. You know what I tried to do. You know the campaign I waged.” 
 
    “I know. Sometimes things are hard that we really want. Sometimes we have to stick with it. I know you feel safe in your buildings, in your jet, but living sometimes is out there. Not in here. I hate to see you looking so sad.” 
 
    “I’m not sad,” Richard said but he couldn’t put emotion behind his words to convince himself let alone Alicia. 
 
    The look on her face said it all. She didn’t buy it any more than he did.  
 
    “Call her.” Alicia slid Richard’s cell phone onto the table.  
 
    Perplexed he stared at it. 
 
    “You left it in the conference room. You’ve been distracted all day. You need your A-game, sir. Whatever is going on with Rebecca, you need to deal with it. Clear the air. Take her to dinner. Something.” 
 
    “Dinner?” Richard laughed and shook his head. “She’d never…” Just thinking about it made him cross his arms in defense of his pride. 
 
    “Oh, come on. I’ve seen the way she looks at you. The only question really is why you haven’t asked her yet and we both know why.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can,” Richard whispered. “Leave this building and go into a restaurant with other people? You know I… prefer to be alone.” 
 
    Alicia stared at him with kind eyes. “Agoraphobia isn’t a dirty word, Mr. Wolfe. But you need to deal with it. You’re wasting your best years,” she sighed. “Think about it.”  
 
    “If she does and it goes great and then she finds out about what I’ve done?” Richard asked, fear rolling through his voice. 
 
    “Then you woo her now. You woo her, you get her in your corner, and then you tell her. You get on bended knee and you ask her to forgive you. After she gets to see who you really are. Most people never do and that’s a shame.” Alicia continued on her way out. 
 
    “Would you do me a favor for me before you go?” 
 
    “Anything, Mr. Wolfe.” 
 
    “Get me a list of restaurants in town I can make a special request to? I have an idea.” 
 
    “Right away!” Alicia hurried down the hall and toward the waiting elevator. 
 
    With her gone, Richard picked up the cell phone. He cleared his throat, felt a rush of anxiety and didn’t know why he was doing this. Well, that wasn’t completely true, was it? He knew exactly why he was doing it. He just couldn’t believe he was. But when he thought of Rebecca and how she made him feel, how beautiful she was… How freely she lived her life… 
 
    His finger slid across the speed dial and Richard put the phone to his ear with no doubts but a lot of apprehension. What if she said no? 
 
    “Hello?” Rebecca’s soft feminine voice came through the speaker. Richard was at once relaxed to hear it while it also filled him with dread. 
 
    “Rebecca, hi! This is… It’s Richard. How are you?” 
 
    “Hi! I’m just cleaning up after my workday.” She paused. “How are you?” 
 
    “Fine. Good. I was just thinking about dinner.” Subconsciously he pushed his plate away. “I was wondering if you had any plans. To eat.” Richard cringed. 
 
    “Well, I do like to eat dinner. I’ll probably just eat some left-over mac and cheese I have in the fridge. Are you… doing something special for dinner?” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes. Maybe. I… I’m so bad at this. I would like to pick you up. Take you to dinner. If you’re free and if it’s not too much to ask.” 
 
    Rebecca exhaled a surprised breath. “I’m free. I’d… like that. You name the where and when.” 
 
    Richard glanced at his watch. “How about I pick you up in an hour. It’ll give me a chance to see your farm up close. We can drive into town, have a nice meal.” 
 
    “What should I wear? Will it be fancy?” She sounded nervous. 
 
    “Not too fancy. Wear what you’re comfortable in.” 
 
    “Okay. Great. I’ll see you in an hour.” 
 
    “See you then.” Richard ended the call. He bit his lip and held the phone to his chest. He had done it, really done it. The notion of seeing Rebecca again filled him with glee and almost overwrote all the dread of having to leave the safety of his estate behind. 
 
    But he could do it. He could. For Rebecca, he was starting to think he could do just about anything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you have a date!” Yvonne shrieked through the speaker of Rebecca’s laptop. Technically it was the farm’s and was used strictly for business use but Rebecca broke down and video chatted her friend for some advice. 
 
    “It’s not a date,” Rebecca said even though it clearly was a date. If she thought in those terms she might curl up and die. She lifted up two dresses, a black one and a soft red one.  
 
    “Girl, it is a date!” 
 
    “Which one?” Rebecca asked impatiently. 
 
    Yvonne tapped a finger to her face. “If he hates Christmas, I wouldn’t go red. I’d go black.” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. “I wore this one to my mom’s funeral. I don’t want to be thinking of her all night.” 
 
    Yvonne’s eyes widened. “You’re the one who held it up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry! I’m so nervous.” Rebecca threw the dress down onto her unmade bed and picked up a white dress with black accents down the side. She had never worn it, always being too shy about how it hugged her curves. 
 
    “That’s it. That’s the dress. With your red hair, you’re going to look amazing. He won’t be able to take his eyes off of you.” 
 
    Rebecca held the dress out and glanced at it. “I don’t know… Do I want him to take his eyes off of me? What if I get uncomfortable? What if he drools?” 
 
    Yvonne laughed. “He’s not going to drool. You’re being silly. He’s going to love the dress. You’re going to have a great time and you know what, you deserve it. I don’t know anyone who deserves to land a billionaire more than you—other than me.” 
 
    Rebecca laughed and bit her lip. “I can’t believe this is really happening.” 
 
    “Well you better hurry or it won’t. You have less than fifteen minutes to get dressed, finish your makeup, and—” 
 
    “I already did my makeup.” 
 
    Yvonne leveled a stare. “Mascara? This is a date and not a grocery store run, sweetheart. You know what, do what makes you comfortable. I don’t want you to do something that isn’t you. He likes you and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    Rebecca twisted her lips in a scowl. “Well, maybe I could try a little mascara. One coat?” 
 
    “One coat. Good luck and call me when you get back home. I want to hear all about it.” 
 
    She waved good-bye to her friend and thanked her. “Bye!” Rebecca squealed and ran from her room to get dressed and do her hair. 
 
    Ten minutes. He’d be there in less than ten minutes!  
 
      
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The dress fit perfectly. It fell to just above her knees and she paired it with a tall pair of black boots. Rebecca pinned her red curls back with a hair comb with green emeralds her mother gifted her a few months before her death. Her outfit was perfect but her emotions jumbled up inside. Could she really do this? Really?  
 
    When the doorbell rang, Rebecca took a deep breath. She hurried downstairs, nearly tripping on the two cats taking a nap perched on a set of steps. “Really, Klaus! Amber!” At the door, Rebecca paused when answering. 
 
    Her fingers shook as she reached for her jacket but at the last moment, she changed her mind and picked the black petticoat she rarely wore. A moment later, Rebecca yanked the door open. Richard stood on the other side, looking handsome and fine in his suit. She knew it’d be him but she still felt surprised. Still felt that rise of a lump in her throat. 
 
    “Hi,” Rebecca said breathlessly as if she had run a marathon. Tripping over cats on the steps kind of made it a triathlon. “Hi, Richard.” 
 
    He gazed at her as if he was seeing her for the first time. “Rebecca, wow. You look… I didn’t know you… I mean, that’s a lovely dress. You look beautiful.” 
 
    Richard was cute when he lost his couth. Rebecca liked it a lot, for sure. It made her smile. “Thank you.” She started to slip the coat on. 
 
    “Let me help you,” Richard said. He fixed her collar and slipped the coat over her shoulders. “You ready?” 
 
    As ready as she was going to get. Rebecca nodded and reached for his offered hand. For a moment, he stared at her fingers wrapped in his. Was her hand extra sweaty or something? But then his face relaxed and they left the house. 
 
    The limo was waiting on her dirt driveway with the lights on. Over on the other side of the road, the Christmas farm stand was lit up. “It’s beautiful,” Richard said. They walked down the porch and Richard’s eyes took in the sight of the tree farm that stretched beyond. 
 
    “It’s much bigger than this. We’re going to do hayrides. We have the route mapped out. Should be ready for the weekend. Thanks to you.” 
 
    “Not thanks to me. I did very little, if you remember. It was all you.” Richard smiled at her. “You just needed a sounding board. Someone to help you work out your ideas. I haven’t even lent you any money.” 
 
    There was an unspoken ‘yet’ hanging between them but Rebecca didn’t want that. She didn’t want their relationship to be a business one. She wanted to keep it like this—hand in hand. “It’s a little dark to tour the farm. Someday I could give you a private tour.” 
 
    “In your truck?” 
 
    “In my truck.” Rebecca’s grin turned into a full-on giggle. 
 
    Richard’s driver popped out of the limo to open the back door. Richard gestured toward it. “Shall we? We need to make our reservation, as nice as this is.” 
 
    Once they were sitting comfortably in the backseat, the limo backed out of her driveway, such as it was. More like a dirt patch on a grassy road. Rebecca never minded but now she wondered if Richard did. How would that seem to someone like him? When he wasn’t in Sweet Falls he probably lived in a mansion behind an iron gate. 
 
    “Steel actually,” Richard said in response to her question. “Iron is nice but I like the security of steel.” 
 
    That must not have been very pretty but Rebecca kept it to herself. 
 
    “My estate is two miles from the gate, so I can’t see it out my window, if you were wondering.” 
 
    “I was,” Rebecca laughed. “What do you see out your window?” 
 
    “Depends which wing I’m in. I face the ocean most of the time.  The other side of the house is all green rolling hills, flowers. It’s beautiful and serene. It has everything I want. Or well, I thought it did.” Richard said it almost mournfully, his hand resting on hers. 
 
    Was he talking about her? Or was there a general unhappiness to his life? At least he didn’t have to worry about losing it all on a whim. 
 
    “So, where are we going for dinner? Do I get to know yet or is it still a secret?” Rebecca said playfully. 
 
    Richard grinned. “You’ll recognize it soon enough, I’m sure. So I guess I can tell you. It’s the Paris Steakhouse, recently opened at the Sweet Falls Grand Hotel. A new venture and quite an upscale place.” 
 
    “For Sweet Falls, you mean. You can say it, we’re not all sophistication. But wow, I’ve heard of that place. Chandeliers in the bathroom! I heard the waiting list to get in was a mile long.” 
 
    “They had a few openings tonight and I was able to work some magic.” He winked at her. Rebecca all but giggled like a schoolgirl. She felt herself blushing and angled her head down. Richard sat a little closer and Rebecca squeezed his hand. 
 
    Wait until I tell Yvonne about this, Rebecca thought. Giddy. She was absolutely giddy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    The drive to the Sweet Falls Grand Hotel brought them up the mountain to a clearing with beautiful views of the valley. The hotel was a six-floor rectangular building with steepled roofs. Gentle lights glowed on the outside and green Christmas Wreaths hung on the pillars out front of the lobby. 
 
    The limo curved around the outside of the hotel to the rear entrance of the Paris Steakhouse. That part of the hotel was rounded, with windows all around. Rebecca couldn’t imagine what the views might’ve been like from the inside but soon she was going to find out. Everything so far had been so magical; Rebecca almost couldn’t stand it! 
 
    Richard offered her his elbow as they stepped out of the car. He seemed to be much more relaxed about it than he had been at the farm. Maybe he was new to the dating scene like she was.  
 
    They walked up the cobblestone walkway and a doorman opened the double wide doors. It had to be the heaviest and most ornate door Rebecca had ever seen! “Thank you,” she said as she stepped inside. 
 
    With its high vaulted ceilings and elegant décor, it was one of the most beautiful restaurants Rebecca had ever seen. It was much bigger than it looked from the outside. Private booths lined the circular walls and the tables were covered red tablecloths. But the restaurant was also empty. Completely empty except for the hostess waiting to see them. Where were the dinners and the rest of the customers? 
 
    “Mr. Wolfe, your table is waiting for you.” She gestured with her hand and picked up the hardback menus before leading them through the dining room. 
 
    “All the tables are waiting for us,” Rebecca whispered as she leaned in. 
 
    Their table was in the center of the room with a view of the bay windows overlooking the mountain landscape. Rebecca’s breath escaped her as Richard pulled out her chair. She sat and he pushed her chair in. She felt like a princess. There was no other way to describe it.  
 
    “Thank you,” Richard said in his deep voice. The one he used when he was being official. When the hostess left he picked up a beverage menu. “Do you drink wine or do you prefer something nonalcoholic?” 
 
    “Richard,” Rebecca leaned forward. “Where is everyone? Why is this place so empty? It didn’t snow that much today.” 
 
    He lowered his menu. “When I found this place existed, I called them. I negotiated a fair, more than fair, price.” 
 
    “For?” Rebecca asked. “Wait, did you buy out the entire dining room?” 
 
    “Yes,” Richard said patiently. “I wanted tonight to be special.” 
 
    Rebecca blinked her eyes slowly. The last date she had been on, the guy couldn’t even spring for popcorn. Richard really did take the whole ‘money is no object’ thing to the next level. 
 
    “I didn’t do something wrong, did I?” 
 
    “No, of course not. I’m just shocked. Really shocked. No one’s ever… I mean it’s such a grand gesture. Thank you.” 
 
    Richard nodded. “Would you be averse to being shocked while eating a steak and a lobster tail? Or do you prefer scallop pie?” 
 
    Rebecca thought she wouldn’t mind either of those things. She was used to budget steak and imitation crab meat out of the can. Not that there was anything wrong with that. “Maybe you get one and I’ll get the other.” 
 
    “And then we… share?” Richard raised his eyebrow as intrigued by the novelty. “Let’s do that. I can never finish a scallop pie by myself anyway.” 
 
    “Then I’d like to do that. And… is a strawberry lemonade out of the question?” She pointed to the menu sitting in front of her. 
 
    Richard laughed. “Nothing is every out of the question.” He raised his hand to get the hostess’s attention and Rebecca felt giddy. Like she was floating away. She had to be dreaming. She had to be. 
 
    If she was, she hoped she’d never wake up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    After dinner, they treated themselves to sinfully rich desserts. Richard had never laughed so much or felt his spirts soar so high. He had never shared a meal or even a dessert with someone but Rebeca made everything so natural. So relaxed. It was hard not to feel like everything would be okay when he stared into her eyes. 
 
    He really wanted to kiss her and show her his intentions with his actions. But he tried to keep himself under control. Richard didn’t want to scare her off or move too fast. When he looked at her he knew this was it. This was the person he had spent all his life waiting to meet. Such an important and monumental occasion, Richard didn’t want to mess it up. 
 
    He was terrified. 
 
    The check had been paid and the amount was more like a ransom but it had been worth it. Every penny. Richard placed the pen down and put his credit card back into his wallet. “I guess there’s nothing else to do but take you home.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded, sleep in her eyes. “I had the best time. Thank you. This will go down as one of the best nights of my life.” 
 
    “I hope to give you others. I don’t want this to be the last.” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. “Me either. Though, you don’t always have to buy out the full restaurant!” 
 
    Richard chuckled. He rose from the table and offered Rebecca his hand. It felt natural now to feel her skin pressed up against his. He loved it. He had spent so many years avoiding human contact, against feeling something. Now he craved it. Richard loved to keep Rebecca close by and he hoped one day, he’d be able to tell her how much it meant to him. 
 
    He grabbed her coat and held it out, helping her to slip it on. As Rebecca slid her arms into her sleeves, she turned her face so they were nearly nose to nose. Richard wanted to kiss her then but thought it wasn’t right. It wasn’t appropriate. They were still standing in the entryway of an empty restaurant. Fancy and beautiful as it was, Richard wanted an everlasting moment—frozen in time so they would always remember it. 
 
    Something that would change his life. 
 
    Instead of a kiss, he took her hand and led her to the waiting limo. Like a gentleman, he opened the door for her and helped her get in. “Let’s take Ms. Smalls home, Jerry.” Richard stepped into the back of the limo and closed the door. 
 
    “At once, Mr. Wolfe.”  
 
    Richard hoped he’d take his time not rush it but there wasn’t a good way to convey it without Rebecca hearing everything he said. “I hope you had a nice time.” 
 
    “The best time,” Rebecca said. “My head’s in the clouds! Now I will need to bring it back down to reality and work hard tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. I know you can do it.” 
 
    “Will you come?” Rebecca asked. Her large sincere eyes begged of him to say yes. His mind spiraled out of control imagining a crowded farm. There’d be children running around and screaming all in the name of fun. For him it spelled torture. 
 
    “I’ll come,” Richard said for her but felt nauseous as the words left his mouth. He had survived the evening by clearing the restaurant but he couldn’t do the same with the grand opening of a tree farm. So what would he do? “I’d love to come,” he smiled. 
 
    Rebecca grinned, too. “Then I hope I’ll be seeing a lot more of you, Mr. Wolfe. Really.” 
 
    “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble to have you over for dinner tomorrow night? I can have my staff make us a nice dinner—wait, why are you laughing?” 
 
    Rebeca covered her mouth. “Sorry. You have staff. I have cats. Why don’t tomorrow night you come over to my place and we can make dinner together?” 
 
    Richard’s face drained of color. “I’m allergic to cats,” he lied. 
 
    Rebecca thought it over, her eyes ticking back and forth. “Why don’t I come to you then but I’ll bring takeout. Italian? Chinese?” 
 
    “Chinese,” Richard agreed. “But I can pay. I have more than enough money.” 
 
    “This one’s on me. You’ve spent enough. I can’t be treated any more than I am now. Trust me. You’ve treated me like I’m a princess.” 
 
    “You are. Or well, you should be.” 
 
    Rebecca bit her lip and her cheeks blushed crimson red.  She was deliciously beautiful and just about the sweetest person he ever had the pleasure of meeting. He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand and she trembled against him. Her lips parted gently and she exhaled. Such an angelic face, Richard lost himself. 
 
    He kissed her. Soft but with gentle pressure. He held her arm tight in his hand and didn’t think about their different life circumstance. Richard didn’t see her as the farm girl who drove a pickup truck or wore a jacket two sizes too large. He felt the femininity of her and her tender drive to succeed. He saw a woman who made him a better man. Richard had much to apologize for, to make up for, but in that first kiss he felt redemption. 
 
    His life could be better. He could do better. For her, Richard wanted nothing more than to excel in ways he never had.  
 
    Rebecca’s mouth parted further as she kissed him back. She held onto his jacket for dear life as the limo came to a stop. They must’ve been at her house but Richard didn’t want to look. He wasn’t ready for their perfect night to come to an end. 
 
    She was the first to pull away, her fingers caressing his chin. “Thank you for tonight. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” Richard nodded but felt he could do little else. His legs didn’t work and his brain could barely engage.  
 
    Rebecca pulled herself away from him and popped open her door, nearly stumbling across her yard. Clearly, she tried to pull herself together by smoothing out her dress. Richard stared after her, wishing the night hadn’t had to end. 
 
    He almost couldn’t wait to talk to her again. 
 
    Jerry rolled down the glass divider into the back. Their eyes connected through the rear-view mirror. “Sir, if I may say so, go after her. Say a proper good night on her porch. It would be… the gentlemen’s thing to do.” 
 
    “You think so?” Richard asked. On the porch, Rebecca fumbled with her keys. 
 
    “Hurry,” Jerry insisted. “Before she steps inside.” 
 
    Richard didn’t need to be told twice. “Rebecca!” he called out and ran from the limo. 
 
    Her door was open but she turned with the key lodged in the lock. “I haven’t gone anywhere.” 
 
    Richard ran up the stairs. “I wanted to say good-night. A proper good night.” 
 
    Expectantly, Rebecca stared up at him and slipped her arms around his waist. “Does that mean you want to kiss me again? Because I would love it if you did.” 
 
    So Richard did. He kissed her again and again. As the snow started to fall, he thought they might never stop kissing. 
 
    And it was all perfectly okay with him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    In the morning, Rebecca awoke in a daze. Had the night before been real? Was the magic part of some sort of dream or hallucination she had? But no, it had been real. It happened. She might be falling in love. And with the fight to save the family farm, it was the worst possible timing ever. But love didn’t wait around. Isn’t that what her mom had always said? When you find it, you have to siege it? No matter the circumstances. 
 
    Yvonne shrieked into the phone. Rebecca had her breakfast and gotten ready for a long day on the farm. When her friend had called, she launched into detail. “He bought out the entire restaurant?” 
 
    “What’s a little money to a billionaire?” Rebecca shook her head. “I never would’ve expected such a thing.” 
 
    “Who would, honey? Craziness. Crazy romantic. Was it good? The dinner? And everything else that followed?” 
 
    “It was.” Just thinking about her night and everything that had transpired from the dessert to the limo ride. The kissing. Oh sweet heaven, the kissing. “He’s a really good kisser.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh! This is just perfect. It’s like one of those Christmas romance movies you love so much on the Love TV channel. You know the ones.” 
 
    Boy did Rebecca ever. She loved them because of how sweet they were. Plus they were all set during her favorite time of the year. Big bonus. 
 
    “Are you going to see him again soon?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “I am. I’m just nervous.” 
 
    “Nervous, why?” 
 
    Rebecca shrugged and stretched her legs out under the kitchen table. “He’s rich. Beyond rich. I’m not. He has a jet. I have a used pick up truck. I’m not worried about seeing him. I’m worried we’re a jig saw puzzle and we just don’t fit.” 
 
    “Then you jam those two pieces together until they do fit. You jam them together so many times one of the pieces stretches.” 
 
    “Until it breaks,” Rebecca said. “Are we done with the strange puzzle analogy?” 
 
    Yvonne giggled. “You’re the one who brought it up.” 
 
    “True. Remind me never to do that again.” 
 
    “I’ll be over this afternoon to help out in your Christmas Farm store. I’m sure it’ll be a big hit! Today’s the day of the first hayrides, right?” 
 
    “You know it! I’m sure it’ll go off without a hitch. Actually several hitches are involved…” 
 
    Yvonne laughed. “You’re crazy. Go to work, girl. I’ll catch up with you later. If Mr. Billionaire shows up tonight, I want a front row seat.” 
 
    Rebecca thought it was unlikely for that night but didn’t say anything. She hated to dash Yvonne’s hopes and dreams of catching sight of a billionaire. Maybe if she played her cards right, Richard Wolfe would be a staple at the Smalls Farm. 
 
    A girl could dream, right?  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Everyone hang on tight!” In her pickup truck, Rebecca gripped her steering wheel and glanced in the rearview mirror. There was a wagon with a protective steel frame filled with five adults and six smiling children. Rebecca inched the truck along toward tree patch of her farm. 
 
    “Now,” Rebecca said through a speaker system so everyone in the back could hear her well enough. “The Smalls tree farm has been in our family since before 1920! We’re almost ready for our one hundredth anniversary. While it’s changed over the years, it’s never changed hands. I grew up here working the farm every fall, winter, and spring. There aren’t always a million tasks but it’s been enough to keep us busy.” 
 
    Just not enough to keep them employed full time. 
 
    “We’re adding fun activities for kids to use our space! Plus it makes buying a Christmas tree even more fun! Who doesn’t love bounce houses and play areas?” 
 
    A chorus of ‘YAY!’ came from the little voices in the back. Rebecca smiled with glee. She was really onto something here! 
 
    Rebecca drove through the perimeter of the biggest part of the tree farm. The trees were as beautiful as ever, cleared from the snow fall from the past day. The truck curved around the bend and went into a clearing. There they made their first pit stop to meet Santa. A lone red chair among the trees, Santa stood in front of it and rang his bell. “Ho-ho-ho, kids!” 
 
    Excited, kids screamed and ran off the wagon as soon as Rebecca put it in park. “Don’t tackle Santa, okay?” Oh, poor Jimmy, Rebecca thought. 
 
    She stepped out of the truck and slammed the squeaky door shut. Hands in her pockets, she stood with a grin watching the kids take pictures with their favorite man filled with holiday cheer. Her mind drifted to Richard and she got a warm feeling in her belly enough though her body chilled as a gust of wind traveled passed. 
 
    “Excuse me for saying so,” one of the father’s said to her. “But what you’re doing here is great. It’s really great.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you. I really hope so.” 
 
    “It is. I thought the farm was closed for the season. I was disappointed to hear that. I’m so glad you guys are still here.” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. “I’m not sure where you heard that.” Hadn’t she heard something similar just the other day from someone else? “We’re not going anywhere, I can assure you.” 
 
    He nodded with a smile. “Must’ve been one of those pesky rumors that are always coming and going. I’ll tell everyone I know you’re open and here.” He headed over toward his family and Rebecca felt uneasy. 
 
    Is that what had driven the family’s away? Some sort of rumor going through town that the farm had shut down? Her stomach churned. The flyers had helped and word of mouth was helping but she had to find a way to reach the masses faster. But how? 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Rebecca tied the last knot in the twine necessary to attach a tree to a Subaru hatchback. “You’re set to go! Thanks, Elise!” She backed up and waved to the driver.  
 
    Elise grinned. “Thanks, Becky! A real Christmas tree this year. I’m so excited. My boyfriend is going to be so surprised!” As she turned to back out of the lot, Rebecca turned back toward the farm stand. 
 
    She saw the van from the local television station setting up for their shot. Quickly, Rebecca went over to greet them. “Stephanie, thank you so much for agreeing to do this on such short notice.”  
 
    Stephanie shook her hand. The local anchor was as always all business. She barely paid Rebecca any attention. “Put the camera that way Tommy so we can get a customer shot. Hey ladies!” Stephanie shouted, cupping her hand. “Be ready to scream on cue! Children, too. You guys like to scream, right?” 
 
    The children in bright parkas and overcoats started yelling and jumping up and down. 
 
    Stephanie cringed. “Great!” She gave them a thumbs up. “Sorry, Rebecca. How are you?” She offered her a hug. “I’m so sorry about your mom. I heard a few weeks ago and I didn’t know if I should reach out or not.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine. Thank you. It’s nice you thought of me anyway.” Rebecca smiled. “Life carries on. I just want to drum up as much business as possible this year. It’d really help us out.” Help us out by allowing us to keep our house, Rebecca thought. 
 
    “We’ll be on in five. You ready? Four… three… two…” The camera man pointed his finger at Stephanie and she immediately smiled brightly. “This is Stephanie Walker for Sweet Falls local talk! We’re here at the Smalls Christmas Farm…” 
 
    In the background the customers started going ‘woo hoo’ and the children bounced around happily. 
 
    “… on this jolly and festive season! I’m standing with Rebecca Smalls who is working on revitalizing the farm with family fun for everyone! Rebecca, why don’t you tell us a little bit about it.” 
 
    “Sure,” Rebecca smiled nervously. “It’s going to be our biggest year ever with a hot cocoa buffet inside the farm stand, keep sake ornaments, and more! We have wreath decorating workshops, hayrides, and bounce houses and activities for kids. I hope everyone will really enjoy it. Christmas is about family and fun. What better way to celebrate than at the Christmas Farm? I have so many great memories here.” 
 
    Ick, Rebecca felt like crying. Why did she feel so emotional all of a sudden about her farm? Was it because it was so close to going under or that Richard Wolfe thought her farm had a price tag? But he had helped her so much and their date… well, it had been amazing. Rebecca didn’t want to hold his past behavior against him and she refused to derail her new happiness. 
 
    “It sounds amazing. What about those who just can’t get here or the elderly?” Stephanie asked. 
 
    “We have a delivery service, residential or business. So if you need a tree, call us and we’ll deliver same day. Or if you call at closing, we’ll deliver first thing in the morning. We’re flexible and just want to help out.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing. Thank you, Ms. Smalls. I have to ask about those stories that were circulating through fall. Was there any truth that your farm was going bankrupt and not going to open for the season? That you were selling your land to a developer of some sort?” 
 
    Rebecca blinked her eyes fast. Bankrupt, was that what the story was? “No truth to it at all. I don’t know how those rumors started or who started them. It doesn’t really matter. All that matters is people know we’re here and we’re ready to sell you a tree. So please come get one!” 
 
    Geesh she hoped that didn’t sound too desperate. 
 
    “Thank you, Rebecca! I hope that clears the air. Sweet Falls, what are you waiting for?” Stephanie shrugged and held the pose until the camera man cut the tape. “That’s a wrap and we’re done. Thanks, Becky.” 
 
    “Sure. Hey about those rumors… do you know where they started? No one brought it up to me. Not once. I mean not directly.” Rebecca added as she remembered a few subtle hints and clues but not from Yvonne or anyone who worked for the farm. 
 
    Stephanie wrapped up her microphone cord. “Gee, I’m trying to remember who I heard it from. Mostly it was word of mouth, I think? It wasn’t in the paper or on the radio that I know of. You know how our town is.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded. “Yeah, sure.” She laughed but it was joyless and she felt sick. “Who would say things like that about my farm?” 
 
    “If you want to find out, I’d go downtown. Talk to Ally and Lauren. If something happens, they hear it first. They’re right on the pulse of the town. You know?” 
 
    Boy, did she ever. “Thanks, Stephanie! I’ll try to get with them soon. I have a full day but if I see them…” 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow night at the Christmas Jubilee! You know everyone will be there.” Stephanie winked. “I have to get going. Merry Christmas!” 
 
    Rebecca returned the greeting. She almost forgot about the Jubilee and it was one of her favorite nights of the season. She was so wrapped up in her own drama and in saving the farm. She needed a break. It’d be fun. Maybe Richard would want to go with her. Wouldn’t that be fun? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Richard physically felt ill as he watched Rebecca’s appearance on the local news show. The way she talked about her Christmas tree farm and how important it was to her. It made what he had done, what he had tried to do, seem so evil. So petty. Richard was ready to cancel the casino project all together.  
 
    And when Stephanie asked about the rumors of bankruptcy, Rebecca looked like someone has punched her. She took such offense and Richard was terrified. She might find out it had been him, that he launched in a smear campaign against her farm before he was ready. 
 
    He needed to move up his timetable. He had to tell her soon before anyone else did. Richard had to be the one but he was terrified she might walk away and what would happen then if she did? He might never feel this way again. 
 
    “Sir, you look like your drooling,” Alicia said with folded hands as she stepped into the room. “Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
    Richard closed his jaw again. “Perhaps you could travel back in time and change my mind about the smear campaign I ran against the Smalls farm. Other than that, there’s nothing anyone can do.” 
 
    Alicia sat beside him on the sofa. “You can’t know what you don’t know until you learn, Mr. Wolfe.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t matter, should it? I was willfully going to destroy someone’s business so I could buy the land. So they’d be forced to sell. Then I was prepared to bulldoze all of it in the name of my casino. Everything about that is wrong.” Richard shook his head. 
 
    “Maybe tell her that. Before things spiral out of control.” 
 
    “If she does all this and her farm still shuts down because the crowds don’t come back? How can she ever forgive me for what I did?” 
 
    “I guess you’ll need to give her the benefit of the doubt. You seem to like her. You seem to think she’s kind and an amazing person from what you tell me. So why wouldn’t she forgive you?” 
 
    “Because I don’t deserve it. I never did.” 
 
    Alicia was quiet. “I know the story of your parents. I know they never forgave you or let anything go. They treated you horribly when you were a child but you need to let it go. Forgive yourself for what you did to the Smalls Farm. You made a mistake. You need to allow yourself to live. With Rebecca or without her. You can’t let what your parents did define your life forever.” 
 
    “And if I did?” 
 
    “I’d be sad. You deserve better. So does Rebecca. But you need to give her a chance to know. To make her own choice.” 
 
    Richard snorted, thinking Alicia might be right. “That’s not what you said the other night.” 
 
    “No, you weren’t ready. I thought we had more time before this moment was coming up. That’s all. I think it’ll work if you are honest. If you speak from the heart.” 
 
    “If I tell her I love her?” 
 
    Alicia raised an eyebrow. “Do you?” Her voice challenged him. 
 
    “Yes,” Richard nearly laughed at how absurd it was for him to be in love with anyone let alone a wonderful woman like Rebecca Smalls. “I fall in love with her a bit more every time we’re together. I want nothing more than to… be with her. I’d give it all away if it’d prove to her how I feel.” 
 
    “Let’s not get too carried away.” Alicia smirked. The doorbell rang and she gazed away. “That’s probably her. Security will let her in. Do you want to meet her downstairs?” 
 
    “I think I’ll pull myself together,” Richard admitted. “Would you mind going downstairs and escorting her up? I’ll owe you a favor.” 
 
    “You do enough for me.” Alicia rose. “I’ll fetch the little misses. You try to figure out what you’re going to say and how you’re going to go about it.” 
 
    “I have to do it tonight?” Richard asked with dread. 
 
    His assistant released a sigh. “The sooner the better, sir. I think you know that.” 
 
    Richard did but it was only the second date. He wasn’t sure what Rebecca would say or what she would think. How could he risk losing her so soon? But if he didn’t tell her and she found out another way, maybe he’d lose her forever. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    They ate too much Chinese food and drank a lot of hot tea by a roaring fire on a bearskin rug. Snuggled up close, Richard kissed her. The cuddles warmed her more than the fire and when they kissed, Rebecca thought she’d lose herself forever in them. Not a horrible feeling, quite the contrary. It made the rumors going around town seem not as bad as they could’ve been. To be with him and in his arms, well it put everything in perspective. 
 
    “There’s something I want to ask you.” Rebecca sat cross legged beside him and reached for her water bottle.  
 
    “All right.” Was it her imagination or did he look nervous? 
 
    “Tomorrow night is the Christmas jubilee. There’s a parade and then a fair in the park. Rides, music, food. You name it, it’ll be there. I was hoping you’d like to go. If you don’t want to, that’s fair, I can understand you might not like something like that.” She took a swig of her water and studied his face as she did so. He looked like he might be sick. 
 
    So much for that, Rebecca thought to herself. 
 
    “No, it’s not that. It’s not the Jubilee. I… It sounds like a very nice time.” 
 
    “Is it because you’re rich? Does it sound too quaint? I get that but it is fun. And I’d love if you tried it out. Tried it with me. I think it’d be really special. It’s a magical night.” 
 
    “I’d love to take you. The trouble is, I can’t handle a crowd. Or people. I’ve spent all my life avoiding social settings. I don’t think I can go without losing my mind.” 
 
    So much more made sense. “You have a social anxiety? I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Is that why you bought out the restaurant last night?” 
 
    “Erm, not exactly but it did factor into it. I’m trying to cope with it and trying better to get out there in the world. Somedays I struggle, somedays I don’t. The best I can say is I’d love to take you. And I’ll try my best tomorrow but I might not feel strong enough. Does that make me sound as much as a pansy as I think it does?” Richard scowled. 
 
    “Not at all.” Rebecca slid her hand into his. “I struggle with certain things in life, too. We can only do the best we can, you know?” 
 
    “I do,” Richard raised his eyebrows. “All too well, I’m afraid. Thank you for being so understanding.” 
 
    “It’s no problem at all. I hope you can make it but if you can’t, I understand. Will you be able to attend my grand opening?” 
 
    Richard took a deep breath. “Absolutely. For you I can guarantee I’ll be there. I saw you on the news this morning. The farm looks great and very busy.” 
 
    Rebecca saw the look on his face. He looked nervous. Maybe his anxiety was worse than he let on. She felt bad if he had to live that way. “Have you thought of seeing someone about your anxiety? They might be able to do something to help you.” 
 
    “Medication? I don’t react well. I’ve always been able to manage it by keeping busy at work and staying in one of my many buildings. Trust me when I say I’ll be fine. Tell me about the farm. Were you happy with how your interview went today?” 
 
    Oh, he saw that? “How’d I look? They say the camera adds five pounds.” 
 
    “You looked beautiful. But surprised at some of the things the news reporter said to you.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded and could feel her spirit deflate. “I don’t know who would start rumors like that about my farm. It’s hurtful. Spiteful. It might still cost me the farm in the end.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it you save your farm one way or the other.” 
 
    “Oh?” Her forehead crinkled. “I thought maybe you still wanted it. You still might get to develop your casino right where you want it to be.” 
 
    Richard shook his head and stroked her hand. “Never. Even if I were to buy it from you, I’d gift it back. I could never develop on the land that means so much to you.” 
 
    Rebecca’s heart welled with love and with something else. Pride. Proud to know him and how open he was to her. Richard didn’t need to say those things, she would’ve loved him anyway. Loved him? Was that true? Yes, she thought it was. She leaned in and caressed his cheek. “Richard… if it wasn’t for the casino, would you—stay in Sweet Falls?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “At first I would’ve said no. Now, I think I’d stay because you asked me to. I’d stay because this is where you are. I’d stay because… I’d stay because I love you, Rebecca Smalls. You’ve changed my life.” 
 
    Richard gently pulled her over and they shared a kiss full of magic and promise. Rebecca loved him. She wasn’t sure if she could ever feel happy again after her mother’s death but here she was. Feeling happier and in love for the first time that she could remember. She wanted nothing more than to freeze this moment in time. 
 
    Her heart jumped in her chest and Rebeca was the happiest she had ever been. 
 
    “Well,” Richard whispered. “In this case, I think tomorrow night I shall happily take you to the Christmas Jubilee. I’ll go and navigate the crowd with you on my arm. And it’ll be the best night I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Rebecca asked, hopeful. 
 
    “I’ve never been surer. All I need to see is you smiling and happy.” 
 
    “It’ll be the best time. I promise you. Maybe I’ll even get to introduce you to a few people. Friends. Good friends. I promise they don’t bite!” 
 
    Richard wore a pained expression. “I should hope not. But you know, I look forward to going and seeing everything you described. I want nothing more than to carry you on my arm.” 
 
    It sounded just fine to Rebeca. Just fine indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Richard didn’t tell her. He couldn’t even though he tried. When it was late and she had to leave for the night, he didn’t argue even though he was desperate for her to stay. Instead, he saw her downstairs and walked her down to her truck. They said good night and then their lips did their talking. Finally, Rebecca pulled away but her hands rested on his chest. “This is going so fast,” she said. 
 
    “If it’s too fast for you, we can slow down. You haven’t known me very long. I understand if you want to make sure this is right.” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head, playing with the collar of his jacket. “No, no. That’s not what I meant. My mind is just swirling. I love being with you. I just worry about our lives. How this would work.” 
 
    “I’m happy for today, Rebecca. Let’s not ruin it yet by worrying about the future.” 
 
    “Good advice. I’ll see you tomorrow night.  
 
    Richard admitted being nervous about going to the Christmas Jubilee. “I look forward to it. What is it people do? Bob for apples?” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “That’s Halloween. No, we eat cookies, decorate gingerbread houses, and eat candy canes. It’ll be the best time ever.” 
 
    “For your dentist maybe.” Richard opened the driver side door and watched Rebecca slip in. “Be careful on the roads. Drive safely.” He backed away and waved goodbye as she drove off. A smile on his face but a sinking feeling in his chest.  
 
    He should’ve told her. It had been time to come clean but he hadn’t. He might’ve been in love but he was also a coward. It would be indefensible when she found out the truth but Richard couldn’t stop. He couldn’t tell her the truth. He had to just enjoy the ride as long as it lasted. 
 
    And if he wished hard enough then just maybe, maybe Rebecca would never find out the truth. 
 
    But since when did his dreams ever come true? Almost never. 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Rebecca woke up early so she could get dressed and drive downtown. She couldn’t forget the conversation she had with Stephanie the day before. Someone had spread rumors about her farm, saying it had gone out of business. While the damage had been done, maybe fatally for her family business, Rebecca wanted to know who would hate her business so much they’d do that to her. 
 
    So, she headed to the Sprinkles Mix-Up bakery to talk to either Lauren Dressen or Ally Sinclair. They were located downtown in the middle of all the action and gossip in town. People loved them and if someone had said anything, it would’ve been with them. 
 
    Unfortunately the bakery was still closed. The front door locked and wouldn’t budge when Rebecca pushed on it.  Lights shined in the kitchen, so someone was in. Frowning, Rebecca knocked on the front door using the side of her fist twice. She hated to bother them while they prepped for the day but she wouldn’t be able to come back until later at night. Rebecca had to know sooner rather than later. 
 
    Maybe she could talk to whoever had done it and found out why. Maybe they could recant and make a public declaration. Or maybe Rebecca just wanted to yell at them. Maybe she just wanted to figure out why they had wanted to hurt her so badly. 
 
    Rebecca heard someone coming. She stepped back and zipped her jacket up, waiting for the door to be opened. Ally opened the door in a soft red sweater dress and black leggings. Rich as they came, she was born with a silver spoon in her mouth and she looked the part always. Beautiful, she made it look so effortless. She made it seem so easy, meanwhile Rebecca could barely get her hair styled and work in the same day. 
 
    “Hi Becky. Is there something wrong?” Ally’s eyes filled with concern. 
 
    “I just have a few questions. I am sorry to bother you and this has nothing to do with cake or pie. It’s a bit more personal. It’s about my tree farm.” 
 
    “Come on in,” Ally held the door open. 
 
    Rebecca slipped inside, stomping her feet off on the welcome mat. “Thank you. I’ll be quick so you can get back to work. It came to my attention yesterday there was a rumor that the Smalls Tree Farm went bankrupt and wasn’t going to open this year. We did open but business is down. Real down. Anyway, I think this rumor is the cause. I was wondering where you heard it.” 
 
    “You think it was a campaign against you?” Ally asked with a gasp. 
 
    “Maybe, I don’t know. That’s what I’m trying to find out.” 
 
    “Well, I did hear the rumor. I thought it was too bad after your mom and all.” Ally blinked her eyes. “Anyway, I heard it first on the radio. Blake’s show? I heard he got a flyer in the mail. I don’t know anything else. I was on his show about pie and my special jam. I’ll get you his number.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’d love that.” 
 
    Ally quickly walked behind the counter and took out her purse. A few moments later she returned with a business card in her hand. She handed it to Rebecca. “Call him and I bet he’ll tell you. Maybe he’ll even get you on the show, so you can tell your side.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea. Thanks.” Rebecca studied the card before slipping it into her pocket. She’d call him as soon as she could. 
 
    “You don’t think it’s that guy, do you? The billionaire, what’s his name? Wolfe?” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. “No way. He’s been helping me. He’s… he’s great,” Rebecca’s heart skipped a beat as she said it. 
 
    Ally smiled but Rebecca thought it might’ve really been a knowing smirk. “Say no more. I get it. I’m getting my happily ever after, too. Well, let me know how it goes. Will you be at the Christmas Jubilee tonight?” 
 
    “You bet I will! Thanks, Ally.” Rebecca showed herself out. Before she made it to the sidewalk, she called Blake’s show and was almost surprised when he answered. She explained the situation and waited for his reply with bated breath. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I know what you’re talking about. I did get a flyer. It was delivered by someone by hand. No envelope and no stamp. Nothing traceable if that’s what you’re wondering.” 
 
    “All right,” Rebecca sighed. “Thanks anyway.” 
 
    “I can make a commercial announcement tomorrow and through the weekend. I won’t even charge you. Why don’t you email me some details about your big grand opening and I’ll do my best?” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you. I’ll do that today.” 
 
    “Great! Oh wait, now I remember. My assistant accepted the flyer. I’ll talk to her and see if she remembers anything else about who it was. A description. Or a name. Maybe that’ll help clear things up for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Blake. Thanks. I have your email address here on your card. I’ll go home and email you back right away.” 
 
    “Great! Together, we can get to the bottom of this. I promise.” 
 
    Rebecca ended the call and slipped the phone back into her jacket pocket. She felt like she was really onto something. She felt like maybe they were finally getting somewhere. Maybe she’d be able to save the family business after all. Tonight could be the start of something amazing. 
 
    Rebecca couldn’t wait! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

  Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Richard spent most of his day working but was equally distracted when his thoughts shifted to Rebecca, as they normally did these days. He looked forward to their evening date, he wondered what he should wear to a Christmas Jubilee, and then his thoughts shifted to the worry about the situation he had created for himself. 
 
    Going after a family’s farm because he wanted it. Starting a campaign against not just her farm but her family. Spreading gossip and lies ahead of his arrival in Sweet Falls. It was something that he really shouldn’t have done and with some self-reflection, wasn’t proud of. Now that truth might cost him everything. 
 
    “My plan is simple,” Richard said to Alicia. He stood in front of a hinged mirror with walls on three sides. Lights shined brightly down from the top in his wardrobe room. Sliding a red tie onto his neck, he began to make a Windsor knot. “I will do everything she needs me to do tonight. I will woo her. I will kiss her beneath some mistletoe and give her the token of my affection I’ve bought. And then…” 
 
    “You’ll come clean this time I hope, sir.” Alicia tilted her head and studied him. 
 
    Richard nodded. “I will. I promise that I will.” 
 
    “That’s what you said earlier today.” 
 
    “I know.” Richard raised his eyebrows. He buttoned his blazer, pulled it taught, and admired his reflection. “I was weak. This time, I promise to be strong.” 
 
    “Have you considered what will happen in the crowd? How will you deal with your anxiety and fear of being trapped?” 
 
    “I alluded to the problem. I think she’ll be understanding.” Richard turned around. “How do I look?” 
 
    “You know how you look.” 
 
    “I like to hear it sometimes,” Richard tilted his head and regarded her. 
 
    Alicia laughed. “As smashing as ever, Mr. Wolfe.” 
 
    “Thank you. Then I guess I am ready to go.” He bowed to her before going to the side of his closet that held outerwear. He picked a beige wool coat and a matching scarf, just in case he needed it. 
 
    “Have a great time and good luck. You know Richard,” Alicia paused. She hardly ever called him that and it caused him to take note. “She’s good for you. I’ve never seen you like this and I have to think that means everything will be fine. No matter how she takes the news, she’s bound to come around.” 
 
    From her mouth to God’s ears. Richard prayed that it’d be true. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rebecca looked amazing when Richard picked her up. A red sweater dress, a black and white infinity scarf, and black leggings paired with some sweater slouch boots. Cute, playful, her outfit reflected who she was perfectly.  
 
    They arrived hand in hand at the Christmas Jubilee. The park near the downtown area was brightly lit, there was music and games plus food vendors. The smell of cinnamon sweets and peppermint hung in the air. It was as if someone had packaged Christmas and then it had thrown up all over town. 
 
    Impressive that he didn’t immediately hate it. Rebecca had changed the type of man he was. 
 
    However, the site of the crowd was worrisome. It was as if the entire town was at the jubilee at the same time. People were elbow to elbow in some places and Richard didn’t know if he could do it. In fact, he froze at the fence, his chest tight, and his heart pounding against his rib cage. Everything he hated was in there. All he wanted to do was run, even if he was holding hands with the prettiest girl in town. 
 
    Rebecca stopped as he froze. “Are you okay? Oh, clearly you’re not okay.” 
 
    Richard swallowed hard but felt as if he couldn’t. “I thought… well, I thought this would be easier with you here.” 
 
    “If you can’t do it, it’s okay. There’s a café not far. I bet it’ll be pretty empty. We could get pie and coffee. Or hot cocoa with a mountain of whipped cream. That’d be fun, too.” 
 
    Richard bet it would but he saw the glint of disappointment in her eyes. This was an event Rebecca looked forward to every year. He didn’t want to rob her of that just because he had his anxiety issues—to put it mildly. 
 
    “No, this is where we’re going. I promised you I’d attend.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be miserable.” 
 
    “I won’t. I just need time to acclimate myself.” Richard took a deep breath and stared at the crowd. He remembered what his therapist had told him. Find things he could touch, things he could smell, take a few deep breaths. As he did it, Richard’s stress became more manageable. He started walking again, Rebecca keeping pace. She squeezed his hand tighter and kept it to her side as they approached the gate and stepped right in. 
 
    Richard put one foot in front of the other as they walked by a crowd. He thought of his breath, living in the moment, being with Rebecca. All of those things were good things. Life was good. Experiences were worth living for. He remembered his parent’s words: men don’t have panic attacks, it was time to grow up, don’t be so afraid. They rarely ever said the things they needed to say.  
 
    No show of affection or verbal support. 
 
    Rebecca turned her head and smiled at him. Richard focused on that and forgot his parents. They had shortcomings. Maybe they should’ve tried harder but their failings hadn’t been entirely their fault. He had done things and been a bad son. 
 
    “You are doing okay?” Rebecca asked as they stopped in front of a snowman display with twinkling snowflakes.  
 
    “I seem to be. Yes. Should we go on the carousel?” 
 
    Rebecca had a slight bounce to her step. “I’d love to.” She hugged his arm tight and rested her head against his shoulder. Richard thought with moments like that, he could pretty much do anything she asked. He’d give her the world and that he’d give for free, no question. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They rode the carousel twice, drank hot cocoa with peppermint sticks among the groups of families and friends. Light and happy music played. Richard wasn’t sure if he had ever done something so wholesome and sweet before. He couldn’t stop smiling. His negative feelings about Christmas and the holiday season began to melt away like frost on a warm, toasty day. The way Rebecca smiled and hugged him close as they strolled deeper into the Jubilee showed him she saw it, too. 
 
    It was a happy time. 
 
    Rebecca kissed him, looking free and happy. It was as if none of the worries he knew she had existed. He kept her close and Rebecca whispered in his ear, “I’m falling in love with you. So hard.” 
 
    “Me too,” Richard whispered back and they shared a tender kiss, holding hands. “There’s something I need to tell you.” He swallowed hard as someone ran past, nearly knocking them over. Alarmed that someone had actually knocked into him, Richard spun around. “Who was that?” 
 
    Rebecca scowled and peered off into the distant. “That’s Clara. She’s works for the Sweet Falls PD. She’s a detective.” 
 
    Richard raised his eyebrows. “I certainly hope there’s nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Me too. The only thing up that way is the old barn. It was abandoned a long time ago. You okay?” Rebecca brushed off his jacket. “You look frazzled.” 
 
    “I’m okay.” Richard took a deep breath.  
 
    “What was it you wanted to tell me?” Rebecca said with wide eyes, innocent and sparkling. 
 
    Richard lost his nerve. He didn’t want to tell her. He didn’t want to lose her. “I don’t know. I mean, I forgot… The woman threw me, but I’ll be fine. Let’s just keep having fun.” He smiled. 
 
    “Sounds great. I guess if it was important, you’ll remember eventually, right?” Rebecca giggled and took his hand. “One more snack for the road? I have an early day tomorrow at my grand opening.” 
 
    Relieved, Richard thought he’d buy her just about anything she wanted. “Absolutely. I’ll get you home.” 
 
    “And you’ll come?” Rebecca asked almost shyly. 
 
    “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away. I look forward to it more than you know.” 
 
    “Excellent!”  
 
    They stopped at a vendor cart selling fresh roasted peanuts and honey coated almonds. The smell was near intoxicating. Richard took out his wallet to pay as Rebecca’s phone rang. “I’ll take care of this,” he promised. “You take care of your own business.” 
 
    Rebecca stepped away with her phone to her ear. “What was her name? Sorry, Missy, I can’t hear you.” 
 
    Richard accepted the bag of piping hot almonds. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Alicia?” Rebecca squealed as she said the name and the color drained from her face. When she glanced at Richard he saw the emotion play out on her face. The betrayal, the hurt, the disgust. 
 
    She knew. Someone told her. And now she knew and he wouldn’t be able to fix it. 
 
    “Thank you,” Rebecca said into her phone. She ended the call with shaking fingers. 
 
    Richard stepped forward. “Let me explain. I know it sounds bad.” He reached for her. 
 
    Rebecca slapped his hand away, thick tears shinning in her eyes. She struggled to take a breath. “How dare you! How dare you!” Her lip snarled as it quivered. “Is that all this has been? Some sort of game, some sort of trick to get my family’s farm? How dare you!” 
 
    “No,” Richard shook his head. “I promise you, that’s not what this is. This is genuine. I made a mistake, all right? I will swear on my brother’s grave that none of this was a trick. None of this is a game. I know you’re upset and you should be. I should’ve come clean. But I didn’t want to lose you. Please, Rebecca. Please.” 
 
    The emotion in his voice was evident . His heart was cracking. Richard was prepared to give everything away to keep from losing Rebecca. Could she see that? Did she know that she had stolen his heart long before he even realized she had? 
 
    Rebecca pulled her hair back. She was already crying. “I don’t believe a thing you say. I don’t think anything you say is true. You’re a liar! A liar! You tried to ruin us!” She pointed her finger at him and backed up. 
 
    “I didn’t know. I didn’t know you. I got ahead of myself, all right? I didn’t—” 
 
    “It shouldn’t matter if you knew me. You shouldn’t go around trying to destroy people. Don’t you already have enough?” Rebecca backed up. “Stay away from me! I don’t want to see you anymore.”  
 
    “Rebecca please,” Richard extended his hand toward her but she turned and ran from the park. Should he chase after her? Should he stay behind? Richard didn’t know what to do other than to stare down at the scattered almonds on the snow in front of him. 
 
    Alicia had been right. He should’ve told Rebecca earlier. He should’ve come clean as soon as he felt an inkling for her but he hadn’t. 
 
    And now… now he would pay the ultimate price. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Rebecca couldn’t walk all the way back to her farmhouse, so she called Yvonne and asked for a ride home. Once Rebecca’s tears tapered off, she explained everything to her friend and after hugs, they fell into silence on the drive. The trees whipped by and the Christmas lights on the houses and the city streets wasn’t enough to cheer Rebecca up. Since when wasn’t the bright holiday lights enough to lift her spirits? 
 
    Since she had fallen for her own personal billionaire scrooge. Rebecca’s heart felt crushed in her chest. The pain was unlike anything she had felt before. She had never fallen in love and certainly never been betrayed like that before. She didn’t know how to go on and she didn’t know what she’d do next. How could she care about anything? 
 
    The tree farm. Rebecca had to care what happened to the tree farm. It was everything to her or it was until a short half hour ago. How could Richard hold her and kiss her knowing what he was doing? Would he really have had just ripped her family’s home out from underneath her? 
 
    She felt horrible and only wanted to catch a good night’s sleep. 
 
    Yvonne pulled her car into Rebecca’s driveway before turning to her friend. “You look miserable. I’m sorry.” She sucked on her bottom lip. “I wish I could say something and make this all better.” 
 
    Rebecca did, too. “I want to forget. I want to pretend this never happened.” 
 
    “You fell hard, huh? I know, who wouldn’t. He’s handsome. He has all the money in the world and he seemed… nice.” 
 
    “Yeah, well appearances can be deceiving apparently.” Rebecca wiped her face clean. “I don’t know how anyone can treat someone like that. How could he treat me like that?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with you. He’s scum. Unless…” 
 
    “Unless what?” What could Yvonne possibly be thinking? 
 
    “Maybe what he said at the jubilee was the truth. Maybe he did the stuff you found out but maybe he fell for you. Maybe he wanted to tell you and was just afraid?” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. “Don’t say that to me. It can’t be true. It just can’t. I don’t care what he says. He wanted my farm. Makes sense, right? Why else would a guy like that…?” 
 
    “Don’t say that. Don’t think like that. You’ve always been an amazing person. You’ve always been kind, funny, smart. Plus, you have amazing hair. Everyone always wants your hair.” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “Thanks, Yvonne. I really do appreciate you being here and driving me home.” She reached over and hugged her friend. 
 
    Yvonne patted her back. “Anytime. I wish it wasn’t necessary but anytime. Get a good night sleep. I’ll see you bright and early with my hot cocoa apron on!” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “I don’t doubt that at all. Things will get better.” 
 
    “They always do,” Yvonne promised. “You’ve gotten through worse things than this and you’ll weather this one fine, too. Plus it’s almost Christmas. It’s your favorite time of year.” 
 
    It sure was and she wouldn’t let a bad experience get her down. “Good night. I’ll see you in the morning.” Rebecca stepped from the car, waved to her friend, and headed up the front steps to her house. 
 
    Inside through the darkness, Rebecca heard a scamper of little cat paws rushing to welcome her home. She turned on the light and headed into the kitchen to feed the little furry creatures that she loved. “At least you guys won’t lie to me. You’ll always be here, right?” Rebecca patted their little heads as they collected around the food bowl. 
 
    After she fed them, Rebecca’s phone rang. Her heart twisted to see Richard’s name come up on the call display. She hated to see that name, that name that she had fallen for so hard. Truth was, Rebecca had started to wonder if the name Rebecca Wolfe had a ring to it. 
 
    She ignored the call and flung herself onto her sofa. For the first time in a while, Rebecca wished her mom was there. Her mom would know what to say and would bake her cookies. Now she was alone and with a broken heart in the happiest time of year. 
 
    Christmas miracles, Christmas dreams, why was it never her turn for happily ever after? 
 
      
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The day started with a bang and never slowed down. From Christmas hayrides, visits with Santa, Christmas tree orders, and gallons of hot cocoa orders, Rebecca didn’t know if she was coming or going. 
 
    It was good. It was great actually. Busy as a bee, Rebecca wasn’t able to stop and think once. Sure, she could feel the sadness pulling at her heart but it was easy to ignore. She just kept going, she just kept smiling. Rebecca stayed ahead of the tears and the heartbreak over ‘what if’ and what she thought what was. You shouldn’t be able to mourn a lie but she did. 
 
    After Blake from the radio showed up to get her on the air remotely, business got even busier. Rebecca saw old friends. She hugged Mr. Stanley from the hardware store. She gave candy canes out to children and stickers when they had to wait for their moms to finish decorating their wreaths. 
 
    “I love my snow man sticker!” A little girl with pigtails and who was missing her two front teeth said. 
 
    “Well, that’s good because I think it’s the best sticker I have!” Rebecca grinned and stood back up. A moment later, she heard her name and turned around. 
 
    “Do you have a moment, Ms. Smalls?” Alicia asked. She was standing with her hands folded in a black professional jacket, pants, and high heels in the snow of all places. 
 
    Rebecca’s smile dropped and despair returned to her heart. She walked away from the crowds and toward Alicia only so they wouldn’t hear what she had to say. She was the Christmas lady and she wouldn’t ruin anyone’s fun on account of the dark cloud hanging over her head. 
 
    “I know what you’ll say and I don’t want to hear it. Get back in your limo. Go back to your office complex. Fortress. Whatever you want to call it. Tell Mr. Wolfe I’m not interested in his excuses. Or yours.” It hurt to say it. It hurt to be tough when she just wanted to cry but she wouldn’t give Alicia the satisfaction. 
 
    “I came to apologize. I sent the flyers. I delivered them personally. I should’ve said no. I should’ve said it was wrong. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rebecca nodded. “Apology accepted but that doesn’t mean I’m not hurt. It doesn’t mean we’re all right. But if you really believe you did something wrong, then well, I’m glad.” 
 
    “I am. I get you’re angry.” 
 
    “That doesn’t even begin to cover it.” Rebecca shook her head and headed toward the farm stand. 
 
    “I knew. The moment you entered his life I knew how he felt for you before he even knew. I pushed for him to tell you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Rebecca said bitterly. “And pray tell, how does he feel about me? How could you tell?” 
 
    “Because he went for a walk with you. He got out of the limo and walked down the street with you. I’ve been trying to get him to do something like that for years.” 
 
    That was mildly interesting but Rebecca didn’t react. She just stepped into the farm stand and began to restock the ornaments with the overflow beneath the tablecloths.  
 
    “He’s agoraphobic. He doesn’t leave his buildings or estate. He goes in his cars, he flies on his jet, but that’s it. If he doesn’t own it, he doesn’t do it.” 
 
    Rebecca paused. “He told me he had social anxiety.” 
 
    “That doesn’t begin to cover it. He had trauma as a boy and his parents took their own grief and pain out on him. It wasn’t right. He builds walls. So when he does things like buying land from people like you, he never used to stop and consider they were people, too. They had feelings. He doesn’t surround himself with people. Not until you.” 
 
    Rebecca kept her back to Alicia even though she desperately wanted to turn around. “And all that makes it okay?” 
 
    “No it’s not okay. It doesn’t make it right but this is the first time I’ve ever seen him attach to anyone. To go out like he did last night? It means his feelings are genuine and I’m just asking, to please try to understand. Try to see where he’s coming from. Talk to him. Please.” 
 
    Alicia’s plea was so emphatic, she turned around and saw the pain on her face. Rebecca licked her lips and felt a quickening of her pulse. “You care a lot for your boss.” 
 
    “He’s my friend. For six years I helped him get through the day. I made appearances for him on his behalf, I did everything for him. I was starting to watch him stand on his own because of you and I don’t want him to lose that.” 
 
    “I can’t fix him. I can’t make him whole. That’s on him,” Rebecca said angrily. 
 
    “True. I understand that. Richard does, too. He just needs a reason to. You were his reason the last few days. So when he told you… when he told you he loved you and he was afraid to lose you, it was true. He’s not good with people. He was trying.” 
 
    “And what do you want me to do?” Could that all be true? Could Richard really be in love with her? He seemed so strong. Rebecca never would’ve guessed he was agoraphobic or that his anxiety extended so far. 
 
    “Meet him? Listen to him. Keep an open mind. It can be when you’re ready. It doesn’t have to be right away.” 
 
    “Does he know you’re here?” 
 
    Alicia shook her head. “No. But I was hoping you’d have a message for him.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Rebecca ran a hand through her hair. “No. No I can’t say I do.” 
 
    Alicia’s face fell. “That’s fair. I wanted to show you this.” She pulled an envelope from the pocket of her jacket. 
 
    Rebecca wondered what it was as she pulled a legal document from the envelope. Quickly she unfolded he blue bound paper and skimmed through the words. “He’s canceling the casino project? Why?” 
 
    “I think you know why.” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. “He must’ve sunk millions of dollars into it.” 
 
    “More than that but his heart isn’t in it. He’ll sell the office building next. We’ll be leaving in three days. If you want to speak to him, it should be soon.” 
 
    He was just going to leave? Rebecca felt a surge of panic. “I…” Rebecca stuttered. “I can’t give you an answer now but I know I don’t want to see him go.” 
 
    “This is how he does things. He’ll never step into Sweet Falls again. He’ll build that wall and he’ll go back to living how he always has. Though, now I think he’ll be a lot sadder than he ever was. He deserves a real life.” 
 
    “Maybe he needs to realize that for himself,” Rebecca said but inside she felt hollow. It was as if she were a ghost and she had begun to drift away. She couldn’t be responsible for saving Richard. He had to do that himself. She didn’t owe him anything. 
 
    But still, she wanted to talk to him but her heart was so broken. How could Rebecca trust what he said? Maybe she held the evidence right in her hand. 
 
    “Think about it,” Alicia said. She stepped away toward the door. “Enjoy your grand opening. It looks like it’s been a beautiful day.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rebecca said flatly, staring at the papers in her hand. A few hours ago she thought she wanted to go back to her regular life and leave Richard Wolfe in the dust. She wanted to forget about him. But now… 
 
    Now Rebecca didn’t know what to think. Had her heart hardened so much that she had learned how to turn a blind eye to someone else’s pain?  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “And there’s no way I can change your mind?” 
 
    Richard packed his suitcase in his master bedroom, bringing only enough clothes to last him a week. The rest of his things he’d send for once he returned to California. “I’m sure, Mr. Brody. I’m sorry the deal fell through. I’m losing a fair bit of money on this deal myself.” If by fair amount of money you meant nearly a hundred million dollars. 
 
    But it wasn’t that he was concerned with. It was the affairs of the heart he was concerned with the most. His heart was broken. Fractured. The money he would recoup easier than he would piece his life back together. 
 
    “All right. All right. Before you jet off to California, I’d like to show you another piece of property high in the mountains. It’s for sale. Foreclosure. It’s beautiful but needs work. If you don’t want to go the casino route, maybe this would fit your style instead. It’ll be an income earner but a little more… well, a little more Sweet Falls style.” 
 
    Mr. Brody’s offer intrigued him but Richard wanted out of Sweet Falls. He didn’t want to end up staying longer than he needed to. “All right. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve, after all. I can delay my flight another twelve hours. Why don’t you send me the address and I’ll meet you when it’s convenient for you? All right?” 
 
    “You won’t be sorry, Mr. Wolfe. When you see this property, it’ll change your mind about everything.” 
 
    Richard didn’t think so but there was no harm in staying behind for a little while longer. Besides, it might give Rebecca more time to change her mind. Not that he thought she would. How could she? He committed a cardinal sin in her eyes and she wasn’t wrong. 
 
    He headed downstairs to see Alicia hanging green garland around the receptionist’s desk. Richard would’ve been angry about it in the old days. Now, he felt strangely uplifted even if he thought it futile. “Dear Alicia, we’re leaving in a few days. Christmas is almost over.” 
 
    “But it’s not over yet, Mr. Wolfe. We can enjoy some holiday cheer, don’t you think?” Alicia smirked. 
 
    Richard decided not to respond to her question. “I’m delaying our flight another twelve hours or so. We’ll spend Christmas Eve in town. I know you probably wanted to see your family…” 
 
    Alicia shook her head. “I’ll spend Christmas here. I can get anything you want for tomorrow. Maybe we should have a celebration?” She asked with a tilt of her head. “A dinner, presents? Get you an ugly Christmas sweater.” 
 
    Richard scowled. “Why would I want an ugly sweater?” 
 
    Alicia chuckled. “Never mind, sir.” 
 
    “I’ll be heading out to look at a new property. Don’t get too excited, it will just give me something to do and focus on. You stay here… You know what, plan your feast. Turkey, tree, decorations. Let’s invite some locals, too. Ally Sinclair and Leo Bisset and their families, that’s a good start, right?” 
 
    “Where should I get the tree?” 
 
    Richard smirked. “I know what you’re trying to do. However, it’d be insulting if we got a tree anywhere else, so you’re free to shop at the Smalls tree farm. Just… just don’t talk about me when you do.” 
 
    “I’d never speak ill of you, Richard. You should know that by now.” 
 
    He should’ve. Maybe he did and he was just feeling sorry for himself.  “I’ll see you later on tonight.” 
 
    “Should I ask Rebecca to come to the party?” Alicia asked and she wore a hopeful expression on her face.  
 
    Richard scowled but didn’t answer the question. “Please keep the party a somber affair. I don’t need a huge celebration.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t it be? It’s the first Christmas you’ve celebrated since you were a kid!” 
 
    “No loud music,” Richard ordered. “Fancy attire, amazing food, eggnog and Christmas carols and that’s it.” 
 
    “I guess I can take that. I’ll get started on it right away!” Alicia sprinted down the hall in quick little steps her high heels making things difficult. 
 
    Richard grabbed his jacket and stepped into the elevator. Maybe he was feeling a little happy. Maybe he was looking forward to his first real Christmas since the tragic accident that ripped his brother away in a flash. He didn’t need to dwell but just maybe things would be all right. Maybe he could learn to live again even if he had to do it alone. 
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
    Richard stepped through the double wide oak doors into the lobby of a ski resort. How ironic that he had just been thinking of one when he took Rebecca out on their first date. “This is quite grand, I must say.” His hands in his pockets, he stared up at the infinitely high ceilings. With it’s oak beams and walls, it bordered on elegance but with a cozy feel. A giant stone fireplace, plush rugs and overstuffed seating scattered throughout the lobby. 
 
    Families could play games and have dinner in luxury. Or, they could eat in a small pub down the stairs if burgers and hot chocolate were more their style. Maybe they could even open a game room in one of the closed off rooms if it was repaired from the flooding incident from a few years back. 
 
    “It’s grand. So much potential. They let the place go. I’ll be up front. The bank doesn’t want to be stuck with this property going into ruin and it will if the right person doesn’t buy it. Then it’d be demolished and maybe nothing would end up here again.” 
 
    “How old is the property?” 
 
    “Turn of the century but it’s been upgraded about forty years ago. Sweet Falls likes to hold onto its history. We’re willing to take a lot off the price for the right buyer. I think that buyer is you, to be honest. I know you don’t have roots in town but you have the capital. We could put you in touch with a property manager who can help you organize repairs. I know you wanted to fly out soon…” 
 
    “I’ve pushed back my flight. We’re going to have a little Christmas Eve party at my penthouse.” Richard sighed. “As beautiful as this all is, I can’t say for certain that I’m planning on purchasing at this time.” 
 
    Mr. Brody’s face looked crestfallen. “Can I at least show you the grounds? The ski lifts need some repairs but the views are gorgeous. Plus the heated pool and whirlpools are in the best location. If you’d follow me…” 
 
    Richard laughed and shook his head. “I like when someone doesn’t know when to quit and give up on a sale. So sure, why not? Give me your best pitch. I just might say yes, depending on how my night goes.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Mr. Brody rubbed his hands together. “You know they used to host the best murder mystery dinners here? I’ll show you the grand ball room. The roof unfortunately—” 
 
    “Needs a few repairs?” Richard asked. “I’m sure it does and I’m sure it’ll be beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Richard returned home with swirling thoughts in his mind. The property was beautiful. It was just the type of place he had been thinking of getting into. He had wanted to diversify away from casinos and into something more wholesome to improve his image as a tycoon who went around creating gambling problems family to family. 
 
    He loved the idea of a ski resort and a vacation destination but he didn’t say yes yet. He took a brief on repairs, history of the property, and the amount the bank was looking for. Reasonable wasn’t even putting it right. It was more like he was stealing from the bank. A location like that in Sweet Falls with all of its festivals and family friendly events, would make it an ideal vacation destination. 
 
    Reminded him of his casino plan but now instead of bright lights glowing against the mountains, Richard saw tour packages with the changing of the leaves. It would be ideal but he didn’t know if he wanted to have any ties to Sweet Falls. 
 
    The elevator dinged and Richard stepped off into his penthouse suite to view the largest Christmas tree he had ever seen. It wasn’t decorated yet except for white twinkling lights and up on a small step ladder was Rebecca, decorating a tree in his home.  He stood there with his mouth gaping open in his living room, staring at Alicia and Rebecca as they gathered around the tree. 
 
    When Rebecca saw him, her face fell. “Hello, Ric—Mr.—Richard.” 
 
    Richard nodded. He placed his papers down on the sofa. “The tree looks perfect.” 
 
    “I asked for the biggest one they had. You know, I think I better go check on the catering staff for tonight. You wouldn’t believe how expensive it is to get a catering company on short notice before Christmas Eve.” 
 
    “Don’t spend all the money, please!” Richard called out to her as Alicia hurried from the room. It was evident what she was trying to do. It was also evident by the look on Rebecca’s face that she saw through Alicia, too. 
 
    Rebecca tugged on her fingers. “I should go. I’m glad you’re celebrating Christmas. I’m glad you’re relaxing and learning to open up. You should. You know?” 
 
    “Can we talk for a few minutes?” 
 
    “If you’re just going to apologize again, I think it’d be better if I go.” 
 
    “There’s an old ski lodge up on 52. Do you know the one?” 
 
    Rebecca nodded and she looked perplexed. “Yeah, I know it. It was beautiful once.” 
 
    “It’s for sale. A great place, great location, and an amazing property. It needs work without a doubt but…” Richard smacked his lips together. “I’m going to buy it.” 
 
    Shock rolled across her face. “I thought you were leaving town.” 
 
    “I will unless I have a reason to stay. I can manage the renovations remotely. I’ll come back time and again, when I need to. But I want this. It’s respectful to the town and it’s people. I think it’ll bring great things to Sweet Falls. More than bright neon lights will.” 
 
    “So it’s true? The casino project is dead?” Rebecca’s eyes widened. “I never meant for you to do that.” 
 
    “I had to. I couldn’t run that business again. Not knowing what it cost me.” He smiled sadly. 
 
    Rebecca sighed. “I wish this was easier. I wish… I’m glad to hear you went and saw the property. I’ve heard you’re having a party tonight. I think that’s amazing.” 
 
    “Alicia told you then, didn’t she? About my little… problem. She has a big mouth sometimes.” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. “I wish you had told me. I would’ve understood, you know. I can understand a lot if you were honest with me.” 
 
    Richard licked his lips. “Would you come tonight to my party if I asked? It wouldn’t be the same if you weren’t there. I promise I won’t apologize or try to make things up to you.  I won’t ask you to… We can part as friends.” 
 
    “Good friends?” Rebecca asked with haunted, sad eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” Richard said even though it pained him. “Of course.” 
 
    Rebecca shrugged. “I guess if you’re having turkey and gravy, I’ll come. You know it’s my favorite meal.” 
 
    Richard laughed. “I’m not surprised in the least and I don’t blame you. My brother, he used to lick out the gravy boat. It was disgusting.” 
 
    “You never mentioned you had a brother before. It must be painful for you.” Rebecca shyly tugged on her finger. 
 
    “Yes. He was killed during a break in. It wasn’t on Christmas but things changed that day. I became… afraid. And our parents, well, I don’t think they meant to take it out on me. But in the end… In the end they did. So I decided to live my life behind walls. Stupid.” 
 
    “Not stupid. You were scared and hurt. You can have a great time now and put it all behind you. I know you can.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Richard whispered. 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “Well, I guess I’ll see you  tonight. I’m guessing I should dress up.” 
 
    “Only if you want to.” 
 
    “I won’t show up in this, that’s for sure!” Rebecca laughed as she picked up her big tan overcoat. “Until tonight. Good night, Richard.” 
 
    “Good night, Rebecca.” He stood frozen as she left, watching her step into the elevator. Desperate to hold her, desperate to kiss her and beg her not to go. Richard got a sinking feeling that she, too, wanted to stay. 
 
    As the elevator doors slid shut, Richard waved to her. “Do I really have a shot at this?” he whispered to himself. He always thought Christmas miracles were nothing but bunk but now… now, Richard wondered if maybe he might get one after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One  
 
      
 
    Party dresses. Why didn’t she own any real party dresses? Finally settling on a black dress and pairing it with a string of pearls, Rebecca drove herself over to the party. She sat in her truck, watching as people she knew went inside. Maybe she didn’t know them well but Rebecca was terrified to go in. 
 
    She didn’t know why. 
 
    Maybe it was the way her heart sped up earlier in the day when she saw Richard. Maybe it was the way she kind of believed Alicia when she said Richard really hadn’t been lying once he got to know her. He wasn’t using her heart to get to her farm. It was proof, wasn’t it, that he let the casino deal die?  
 
    Was she supposed to forgive him with no questions asked? Did they just move on to happily ever after without any repercussions? Rebeca was so confused about what to do and what to feel, she called Yvonne and gave her the scoop. 
 
    “You can only follow your heart, Becky. That’s all any of us can do. If you forgive him, you forgive him. If he’s genuine and loves you, how can you not do anything else?” 
 
    “You’re no help.” Rebecca rolled her eyes because she was scared. She was terrified that she did forgive him and maybe Richard was making strides to be a better man. To be whole and that meant… 
 
    That meant he might ask her to leave Sweet Falls. She might have to leave the Christmas tree farm behind and her dad. Maybe she wasn’t ready to let her mother’s dream die. 
 
    “What about your dream?” Yvonne asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. The farm was always supposed to be mine. I grew up there. I love it. You know I do.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, hon,” Yvonne said. “As you should but you have to live your own dream. Not your mother’s, bless her soul. Not your father’s. Not even Richard’s. You have to find what it is you want to do and then you just do it. Follow your heart. If you love the tree farm and you love Richard, somehow you’ll find a way to do both. But if you’re ready to do something else, that’s okay, too.” 
 
    “I just made the comeback of the year.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean you can’t do other things. For now, how about you go into the party and have fun? Eat something yummy and hobnob with all those rich people. 
 
    Rebecca thought maybe she could do that. She got out of her truck, walked up to the door and almost ran away, but the security guard let her in right away. “Good evening, Ms. Smalls. Your presence upstairs is eagerly awaited.” 
 
    “It is?” She was near breathless. 
 
    “Yes!” He chuckled. “Your truck parking outside didn’t go unnoticed. Mr. Wolfe is very excited to have you join his party.” 
 
    Rebecca smiled. “I’m excited to join the party, too. I think maybe I’ve been waiting for this all my life.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    Richard saw Rebecca enter the penthouse suite from his spot over by the window talking to Leo Bisset and his girlfriend Lauren Dressen. Rebecca looked breathtaking in a simple black dress that set off her fire engine red hair. He nearly ran to her but Alicia placed a hand on his arm. “Patience,” she whispered. “You don’t want to scare her off.” 
 
    Richard nodded. It was good advice. He knew it but it was also hard to follow through. He watched her as she nervously looked for someone she knew. Rebecca tucked her hair behind her ears and accepted a cranberry sparkling beverage from the wait staff with a shy but pleasant smile. Gazing around, her eyes finally fell to him. 
 
    Nervously, she raised her hand and wiggled her fingers at him. 
 
    That was all Richard needed. “Excuse me, won’t you?” He said to Leo and Lauren, escaping through the living room toward the front door. “Rebecca, I’m so glad you made it.” 
 
    “Me too.” She exhaled. “Your place looks beautiful. It really looks like the perfect home in one of those Christmas movies I love so much.” 
 
    “You really do embrace your brand.” Richard smiled. “If you’re hungry, I can show you to the buffet table.” 
 
    “Not yet. I think I’m too nervous to eat. There’s a lot of people here that I know and some of them are rolling in money. They all look so beautiful and I barely found this dress.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful on you. You look elegant and refined.” 
 
    Rebecca snorted. “Oh, you were serious. Well, thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. We can mingle then. I’ll help you break the ice and then we can go our separate ways for a bit if you want to get acclimated.” 
 
    “I think… I think…” Rebecca’s face blushed. “I think I’d like if we went somewhere quiet and talked.” 
 
    Richard’s mouth fell open but he quickly snapped it shut again. “All right. Yes, I think I’d like that, too.” He offered Rebecca his arm. “Shall we?” 
 
    Rebecca slipped her arm through his. “We shall.” She smiled delicately and Richard returned it. 
 
    He led her to his private study at the very back of the penthouse suite. Walls of books surrounded them and there was a balcony that faced the mountains where snow gently fell outside. Richard led her to the door and propped it open. “In case you need a breath of fresh air. I know I do.” Richard tugged on his collar, feeling a little restricted. 
 
    “I’m fine, but it sure is beautiful.” Rebecca stepped onto the balcony and gently shivered. Richard wanted to put his arm around her to warm her up but he feared pushing her away if he moved too fast. 
 
    “Blanket or a hot drink? I can send for something.” 
 
    “No, I’m okay.” Rebecca rubbed her arms. Clearly she was cold but she seemed to be struggling with something. “I shouldn’t have run away the other night. I’m sorry. That was… immature. Rude.” 
 
    “It wasn’t. You had every right to be upset. I should’ve come clean that first day you came to me for help. I shouldn’t have lied but I was afraid if you knew the truth, you’d run. You’d never speak to me again.” 
 
    “I should’ve believed your apology. People make mistakes.” 
 
    “I was a jerk,” Richard corrected her. “I did something horrible and crummy. I nearly ruined your business before I stopped my campaign against your farm.” 
 
    “But you did stop it and that’s saying a lot. And I…” Rebecca gazed down, stopping what she was going to say. 
 
    “I’m moving ahead with the purchase of the ski resort.” Richard licked his lips. “I think it’ll be fun. I’m tired of glitzy hotels and casinos. I’m ready to try something new. For families. Children.” 
 
    “Good for you. I think that’s wonderful.” 
 
    “It’d be even better to have a partner to do it with,” Richard admitted. He rested his hand on the railing of the balcony between them. “I’d like to do it with you.” 
 
    Rebecca’s eyes softened as they moistened with tears. “Me?” 
 
    Richard nodded. “I’ve been alone all my life. Even when I was in a room full of people, I was alone. You changed that all for me. I know what I want and when I want something, I go for it. I think my mind made up it’s mind when we had that very first kiss. I knew what I had found even if I couldn’t say it at the time. I want a friend, a partner.” 
 
    “My dad… the tree farm… What you’re offering is a dream. I want to say yes.” 
 
    “Then what’s stopping you?” 
 
    “My dad. The tree farm. I don’t know if I can follow you everywhere. I can’t abandon everything.” 
 
    “Who says you have to? We renovate the ski lodge. We spend our falls and winters here. It’ll be a few years before we can even leave. The resort will require my full attention for a while. Then when we’re ready... I promise to always love you. I promise to treat you well and you’ll have everything you’ve ever wanted.” 
 
    “Richard,” Rebecca’s breath caught in her throat. “You’re all I want. I don’t care about anything else. I don’t care about the money or the celebrity. All I care about is being with you.” 
 
    That was all Richard had to hear. “I love you.” He caressed her cheek. He pulled her close and as Rebecca’s eyes closed, he swooped in and brushed his lips against hers. Rebecca’s hot breath against him drove the kiss on deeper, more fulfilling. Richard knew, he just knew everything would be all right. 
 
    She swung her arms around his neck, squeezing him in close. Richard hugged her waist and wanted to remember the moment for the rest of his life. 
 
    Maybe Richard believed in Christmas miracles after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Careful with that tree!” Rebecca Wolfe called out and watched in dismay as her husband of two years tried to tie a tree to the roof of a sedan all by himself. She rubbed her swollen belly and gazed down at it. “Daddy doesn’t know what he’s doing and he won’t accept any help, either.” She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Dressed in a flowing white shirt and a red Christmas cardigan, Rebecca waddled over to Richard as the car finally was able to drive off. She supported her lower back, no longer able to help on the farm. Good thing Christmas was in less than five days. She didn’t think Richard could take much more of life on the farm. At the very least, Rebecca didn’t think the cars could. 
 
    Richard was relaxed in a pair of jeans and a red flannel shirt. “How’d I do?” 
 
    “Great.” Rebecca made the A-OK symbol with her fingers. 
 
    “I think you’re lying and I love you for it.” Richard kissed her belly.  
 
    Rebecca ran her fingers through his hair. She grunted when the baby kicked her, “punches and prods are getting lower.” She rubbed her lower back. 
 
    “Maybe you should go in the house. Talk to your dad. Lay down.” 
 
    “And miss the last hayride of the day? Richard, don’t be crazy.” 
 
    Richard’s eyes bugged. “Crazy? Those hayrides could trigger labor with their bumps and vibrations. I don’t want to rush anything along. We have a good chance of having a Christmas baby and I intend to get there.” 
 
    Rebecca groaned. “Just the idea of being pregnant for another five days passed my due date is agony. It’s torture. Maybe I should try those pumpkin curry raviolis again.” 
 
    “Rebecca! How many times can you eat those things?” 
 
    “As many times as necessary. I want this baby to be born and in our arms already.” 
 
    “It’ll happen,” Richard whispered and kissed her. “I got my Christmas miracle. What’s one more?” 
 
    Rebecca laughed. “And you are mine but this baby better hurry up. Or my name isn’t Rebecca Wolfe.” 
 
    “I still love hearing you say that.” Richard kissed her, holding her close, a giant smile on his face. 
 
    Rebecca wore a giant smile, too. 
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