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Chapter One


“Glitr Treez?” Laney said, tossing the gaudy flyer into the trash as soon as she looked at it. 
“Yeah, they’re a big box company trying to push this tree that’s flocked with glitter. Mom has one. It’s as outrageous as it sounds.” Her sister, Rebecca, said.
“Hey! It’s a cute tree, even if it leaves a lot of glitter around.” Gwen, her mother, cut in.
Laney laughed and turned the corner to see a children’s choir performing Away in a Manger. Volunteers quickly handed them paper cups of packet hot cocoa and wished them Merry Christmas. 
Although Laney was having a decent time at Cheswick’s Christmas Festival, she was hoping she wouldn’t be noticed. She flinched when she heard her name being called out by one of the volunteers.
“Laney! Is that you?” 
“My goodness, it is Laney! How is California treating you, Ms. DeLancy?”
She flashed them a tightlipped smile and looked at her mom and sister, hoping they’d say something about needing to keep moving along. Instead, they stood firmly where they were at and smiled at her, so Laney resigned herself to small talk.
“Mrs. Tomes, Mr. Simmons! It’s been so long. I’m doing well. How have you guys been?”
They both beamed and answered her at the same time. Another group of people walked up to the children’s choir, and they bustled off to hand them some cocoa. Laney sighed with relief at not having to answer any more questions. 
Leaving Washington for California made her a sort of celebrity in her small town, something she had tried to avoid. Everyone thought she was doing well because she had started at a job at a big company as a graphic designer—exactly what she had set out to do. 
They just didn’t know her boss seemed to hate her, and clients never liked her designs. She had conveniently left that part out when talking to her mom, knowing that whatever she said would travel through Cheswick’s grapevine until it got back to her during her trip home. 
“You know who else would be happy to see you?”
Laney shot her sister a dirty look.
“Patrick. And look! His tree stand is up next on our route.”
“How convenient.” Laney looked up to see a hand painted sign with The Lovelace Tree Farm scrawled across it in familiar block letters.
“You know, he’s really running that business into the ground. It hasn’t been the same since Doug died.” Gwen frowned. 
“He’s doing the best he can, mom. It probably doesn’t help that people keep buying Glitr Treez.”
Gwen furrowed her brows at Rebecca and continued walking. 
Laney tried to discreetly sneak a look at Patrick down the dark street illuminated only by Christmas lights, but when she stretched her head forward, she felt a twinge of disappointment at the sight of a woman running the tree stand. 
It made sense that Patrick would’ve found someone. She had been gone for several years and hadn’t stayed in contact with him, but it was still surprising the news hadn’t made its way to her. 
She and Patrick had been childhood friends, the best of friends, to be exact. And then something changed in high school. They tried to date, but they were just too different, and it ended disastrously. She cringed, thinking about their last conversation. The pain of it still hit pretty hard.
Rebecca let out a squeal that jarred her out of the memory and the woman running the stand squealed back. Laney squinted as the two women ran towards each other, trying to make sense of it all.
“Michelle! You’re in town!” Rebecca called out as she ran to embrace her best friend.
Laney breathed a sigh of relief that was just as confusing as the twinge of jealousy she had just felt. The mystery woman from far away was Patrick’s sister. She covertly looked around to find Patrick, but couldn’t see him anywhere. She was disappointed, but tried to keep her face neutral, lest any of the busybodies in front of her catch a hint that she might have wanted to see him.
Michelle hugged Gwen and Laney and turned to answer Rebecca. “I’m home for a few weeks to help my brother. Oh! Laney! He’s in the back. Let me go get him. I bet he’ll be so happy to see you.”
Rebecca turned to Laney and put her hand on her shoulder, effectively holding her in place. “How great!”
“I-” Laney started to say, but it didn’t matter. Michelle was already making her way through rows of evergreen trees, and within seconds, she was practically dragging Patrick up to Laney.
The two of them exchanged tightlipped smiles and Patrick shot Michelle a sideways look. “Can I go back to what I was doing now?”
Michelle scowled at him, but nodded. “Patrick’s decorating a tree to take some promotional pictures.”
“Laney’s a graphic designer who does marketing. She could help him!” Rebecca’s eyes glistened with mischief under the Christmas lights strung out in a canopy above the tree stand, and Laney shot her a dirty look.
“Oh great! We could use your expertise.” Michelle’s eyes twinkled, matching the mischief in Rebecca’s, and she pulled both of them through a maze of intoxicatingly fresh evergreen trees to where the decorated tree was standing. 
When Laney turned around, Michelle was gone, and she was left standing there alone with Patrick. She cleared her throat and started to make small talk, but then she saw the tree and a small gasp escaped her lips.
Patrick knew she wouldn’t like it. He had never been good enough for Laney, and watching her scrutinize his work was the last thing he wanted to be doing. He shoved his hands in his pockets and shifted on his feet. 
“It’s beautiful,” Laney said, with a note of awe in her voice. 
Patrick looked up with surprise in time to see her gently run her hand along one of the branches, sending a bulb into a dazzling spin.
“Can I make a bit of an adjustment?”
He nodded, knowing she would find fault with how he did it. He watched to see what she would fix and was confused when all she did was turn the tree slightly to the right.
“The lights above catch your decorations better from this angle.” She explained and pulled out her phone. 
He searched his mind to come up with some sort of small talk while they were alone, but everything he could come up with sounded flat and lame. They had been best friends at one point, and now he couldn’t find a single thing to say to her.
He stood back and watched as she snapped pictures, sticking her tongue ever so slightly out of the corner of her mouth. He admired how cute she looked with her face scrunched up, finding the best angle to shoot. She was in her element, and he loved seeing her like this.
“I saw those Glitr Treez flyers. Those are affecting sales, huh?”
Patrick nodded, his mouth in a tight line.
“Glitter everywhere sounds awful.” Laney shook her head, thinking about how she had almost lost a shirt to the glitter coming off of her mom’s Glitr Treez tree.
A rusty sounding laugh escaped Patrick’s lips. “Don’t act like you hate glitter. I remember that doll you had that pooped out glittery stuff.”
Laney groaned and put her hand over her eyes. “Oh, don’t remind me about that. That was so awful. You had some weird toys, too. Don’t act all high and mighty! Remember that toy you had that was supposed to stretch super far? You smacked your hand on the wall trying to test it out.”
Patrick grabbed his hand in mock pain and the two of them laughed. Her eyes sparkled under the canopy of lights, and he wanted to pull her close to him. 
And then the pain of her leaving hit him again. Feelings he had buried a long time ago came to the surface, and he reminded himself she was just home for Christmas. She’d be gone in a few weeks, and he couldn’t go through that again. 
To fill the awkward silence that popped up, Laney took a few more pictures. She walked over to him, holding up her phone with a grin on her face. “Check it out!”
He leaned in to look at the screen, doing his best to block out the warm honey and vanilla scent that radiated from her. He swallowed hard and nodded as she looked at him for a reaction. 
He wanted to tell her he loved the picture. It made the tree look like it was part of a magazine spread. He thought about the pictures he had tried taking and winced. He’d keep those to himself. 
She furrowed her brows as she waited for his response, and he cleared his throat. “It looks good.”
He felt like kicking himself when he saw her face fall at his half-hearted response.
Without looking up again, she neutrally asked where to send the pictures.
Patrick rattled off the tree farm’s email address by heart and walked off without another word. 




Chapter Two


“Pass the blue ribbon, please!”  
Laney tossed it to Gwen, laughing at how she caught it in midair without bothering to turn around. 
Gwen was an award-winning present wrapper. People thought Laney was joking whenever she mentioned it, but it was true. Gwen competed in at least two wrapping competitions a year and usually won both. Her reputation led to her being asked to wrap for charities and groups around Cheswick every holiday season, which she happily did.
This year, a local lodge was holding a Santa party on Christmas Eve and bought a present for every child in the town. That was one thing Laney loved about Cheswick—everyone was included, so no one was forgotten about, and so no one felt singled out for receiving what could be considered charity. 
Gwen had recruited her daughters—neither of whom had inherited her wrapping gene - to help her with this giant task. The boombox was blaring in the corner, and Laney looked over to see how everyone was doing as she struggled to get a piece of tape off her finger. 
She smiled at Rebecca, humming away as she placed another package on her modest pile of decently wrapped presents. Gwen’s towering stack looked picture-perfect with crisp corners, swirly curled ribbon, and practically invisible tape. Laney grimaced as she looked at the two lumpy presents she had battled her way through.
Glitr Treez
Glitr Treez
Set your heart a-flitter
Fill your home with glitter
“Ew, the jingle is just as bad as the flyer.” Laney scrunched up her face when the jingle repeated two more times.
“Oh, that reminds me! I ordered a tree from Patrick. He should be here any minute.”
As if on cue, the doorbell rang and Laney tried to make a fast exit, but Rebecca swiftly stepped in front of the doorway after Gwen walked out to answer the door.
“Patrick! So great to see you! The tree goes in the other room, right where Laney is at.”
Laney shot daggers out of her eyes at her sister, who clearly knew this was going to happen.
“Joe, can you be a dear and bring in the tree stand and skirt?”
Laney’s dad mumbled a response from the other room, and she heard him rustling around to find what Gwen wanted. He was normally happy to get whatever his wife asked of him, unless a westerns marathon was on, like one was today based on the sounds coming from the family room.
Patrick carried the tree in, and Laney’s senses were filled with fresh evergreen and coffee. She tried to shake away the heady feeling and sneak out of the room again before she had to talk.
“Wait.”
Laney turned around and saw that Patrick was just as surprised that the word had come out of his mouth as everyone else in the room was.
“Can we talk out on the porch?”
She nodded and waited while the tree got settled into place. Patrick walked out to the porch first, and Rebecca caught Laney’s arm as she was walking by.
“This is so exciting! I bet he’s going to profess his love for you.” She theatrically threw her hand over her heart and swooned.
Laney brushed her off and laughed nervously as she grabbed her coat out of the hall closet, jingle bells ringing on the door handle as she shut it.
She stepped out onto the porch apprehensively, pulling the door closed behind her and wrapping her arms around herself when the chill of the air hit her skin.
[image: image-placeholder]Quit wasting time and ask her. She’ll say yes!!
Patrick shoved his phone back in his pocket when he saw Laney open the door. His sister could wait for a reply.
He cleared his throat, “I was wondering, well Michelle was wondering too, if you would help us with marketing.” He rubbed at a spot on the porch railing.
“I don’t know how much I can pay you. I won’t know until after the tree season is over. I know that’s bad business and not how things are probably done in California, but-”
“I’d love to.” Laney blurted out.
Patrick’s eyebrows shot up. “Okay, Michelle wants a new logo design. I don’t think we need a new one, but I’m willing to humor her.”
Laney frowned and started to say something but stopped herself.
Patrick rubbed at the spot on the porch railing again and decided this was a bad idea. Asking Laney for help was Michelle’s idea. She was the one who should be here, not him. The awkward silence that kept popping up between them put his nerves on edge and he scoffed to himself when he recalled Michelle’s words to him that morning:
“It’ll be so romantic asking her in person. She won’t be able to resist your charm.”
He looked at Laney, standing in front of him, and knew his sister’s words couldn’t be farther from the truth. Her teeth were chattering slightly, and her cheeks were already rosy from the cold nipping at their faces. 
He couldn’t believe she had lost so much of her stamina for the cold. Even though Cheswick wasn’t the coldest place in the nation, its winters topped the records in Washington. California had made her soft, and this was a mistake. 
They were more different than ever, and he needed his heart to remember they were just friends, if that. She had chosen California over him, and pretty soon she’d be leaving again. 
“I can tell you don’t want a new logo, what’s your hang up about it?” She tilted her head, and he steeled his heart against the way she looked at him with a curious innocence that threatened to break him.
He shifted on his feet and looked at the weather-worn boards of the porch. 
“It’s just that,” his voice cracked slightly, “I hate that there needs to be a new logo. I’ve ruined my grandpa’s legacy. I don’t want to make changes, but I’m messing up somewhere. I just don’t think breaking away from his traditional way of doing things is the right thing to do.”
Laney positioned herself squarely in front of him, successfully getting him to draw his gaze up to her, although he tried to fight meeting her eyes.
“You,” she raised her eyebrows, making him feel like he was getting a stern lecture from a teacher, “You are the heart and soul of the farm. I knew your grandpa. He would never think you ruined anything.”
Patrick was silent. He knew a million ways he could prove her wrong, but he knew she would just argue with him, so he shoved his hands in his pockets and looked down at his feet. 
Laney sighed and he looked up. “Patrick,” she said softly, “you’ve got this. Michelle believes in you, or she wouldn’t be here helping you. I know this town; they want to see you succeed.”
He cleared his throat, pressing back the tears that started to sting the corners of his eyes. Laney noticed and stepped forward to give him a hug. His heart was racing, and he longed to wrap his arms around her, but he couldn’t. Panicking, he stuck his hand out, and she gingerly shook it. He could barely meet her gaze as he started walking off the porch.
“Does tomorrow work for you?”
Laney nodded.
“10 o’clock at my office?”
Laney nodded again, and Patrick could see tears glistening in her eyes. He felt like he had taken a punch to the gut as he walked to his truck without another word. He heard the front door softly shut and turned to stare at the empty porch before getting in and driving away.




Chapter Three


“I’ll be out of the office most of the morning. I can pick up lunch in a bit. Do you still like the chicken strip basket from Fern’s Diner?”  
“Yes, please. With gravy!” Laney moaned at the memory of Fern’s gravy and then covered her mouth.
Patrick chuckled, “As if I could forget.” And without another word, he was gone. 
Laney let out a big exhale after she heard the door to the office building shut, relieved she would be alone for a while. She had spent most of the night running over their awkward handshake and was thankful to not have to make small talk all morning while she worked.
She looked around the office for some inspiration for the logo, but the walls were empty and the only furniture in the room included Patrick’s desk and a few chairs. The window on the wall behind his desk had a gorgeous view of the rows upon rows of evergreen trees. There were several plots of trees in various stages of growth lining the entire property, a holiday contrast of green against the red barn in the distance. 
Laney’s eyes fell upon a section with tiny trees. She felt a warmth in her heart as she thought about Patrick tenderly caring for each sapling, making sure they survived the season and grew into big trees for Christmas in years to come. A twinge of sadness pierced the happy thought as she realized those trees wouldn’t adorn anyone’s hearth if Patrick couldn’t save his farm.
She knew she had to get to work creating a new logo to breathe some life into a business that hadn’t kept up with the times. She cleared a spot on Patrick’s desk and pulled out her laptop after seeing his ancient desktop computer that probably wouldn’t handle her drawing app. 
She doodled the old logo onto her screen and studied it for a moment. It was a roughly drawn fence with a tree in front of it and it had served Patrick’s grandpa just fine, but she agreed with Michelle that it needed a facelift. 
It went against her better judgment, but she messed around with the color, made the roughly drawn lines smooth, and chose a trendy font to write The Lovelace Tree Farm across it. It looked just as bad as Glitr Treez’s obscene flyer, and Laney scrapped it with a sigh. 
She pulled up the farm’s outdated website and made a mental note to talk to him about updating that as well. On it, a picture of Patrick and his grandpa caught her eye. It must have been taken after she left because Doug looked older than she remembered. The two men had their arms draped over each other’s shoulders and huge grins on their faces as they stood at the entrance of the farm. 
Working quickly, she drew the old logo with a little bit smoother images and then faded it and started drawing over the top. She sketched basic characters of Patrick and Doug’s faces, both of them grinning, and she sat back satisfied when the drawing was finished. It was the perfect mix of the old logo and Doug’s legacy, while still putting Patrick front and center on the farm’s new branding.
Michelle walked in with a mug of cocoa and smiled when she saw Laney sitting back, studying her screen. 
“How’s it going?”
Laney motioned for her to come over and look at the mockup. Michelle gasped as she handed the cocoa to Laney.
“That’s incredible! You really captured both of their personalities!”
Laney breathed in the peppermint cocoa and noticed how well it went with the scent of evergreens surrounding her. She beamed at Michelle’s compliment and then her stomach dropped.
“Oh, Michelle! I didn’t include you in the drawing. I was basing it off a picture and-” She started rapidly erasing the drawing to make space for Michelle’s face, but Michelle put her hand on hers to stop her.
“No! Undo what you just did! That was perfect! I don’t need to be included; I have my own idea percolating—no pun intended.” Michelle laughed at her joke, but Laney looked at her, confused.
“I’m thinking about asking Patrick if I can open a coffee and cocoa stand on the farm.”
“Michelle! That’s such a great idea! This cocoa is divine. But how will that work?”
Michelle sat down next to her with a sigh. “I’m moving back home. After being here a couple of weeks, I see how much that brother of mine needs me, even if he won’t admit it. I’m shocked he even asked me to come at all.”
“That is surprising. He’s a little stubborn.”
“That’s an understatement.” Both women laughed, abruptly stopping when Patrick walked in the door, holding lunch. 
[image: image-placeholder]Patrick eyed the two of them suspiciously as he spread the food out on his desk. 
“What are the two of you up to?”
“Just having fun, my brother. Try it sometime.” Michelle playfully jabbed him as she walked out of the room, taking her container of food with her.
Patrick smiled when he saw Laney’s eyes widen at the size of the gravy he had ordered for her. It was worth the splurge to get that reaction.
“The logo is pretty much done. I’d love to show it to you, but let’s eat first.” 
Patrick noticed her nostrils slightly flare as he opened the container filled with her meal. He pushed it across the desk to her, and they ate in silence for a few moments.
“You look like you’re really enjoying that.” 
Laney looked up sheepishly, and Patrick resisted the urge to wipe a spot of gravy off her mouth. 
“California must have some pretty great food places.”
“Oh yeah, food’s great there, but nothing beats Fern’s.”
Patrick nodded and noted the sad look that crossed Laney’s face. He didn’t know how to approach it and said nothing at all.
Wiping her hands off, Laney looked over at Patrick and asked if he was ready to see the logo. He nodded, although he felt apprehensive about what changes she made.
When she turned her screen to show him, he noticed the old logo faded out in the background, but the drawing of his grandpa’s face in the foreground made his breath catch in his throat. She had captured the warmth his grandpa had radiated. The warmth that made him a brilliant businessman. The warmth that made everyone love him. The warmth Patrick didn’t inherit. 
“What do you think?” Laney’s eyes were filled with an insecure expectancy, and Patrick froze. 
“It’s good,” was all he could say, and he winced when Laney’s face fell. 
He took a sharp breath in and tried to give a better answer. He wanted to tell her she captured his grandfather so well he couldn’t speak. He wanted to tell her it looked amazing, but he couldn’t.
“Patrick?” Michelle called from the other room and Patrick gave Laney a helpless look as he rushed out of the room, secretly grateful his sister needed help at the perfect time.
She was standing with her arms crossed when he found her in the other room, and he came to an abrupt stop.
“Get back in there and be nicer. What’s wrong with you? I saw the logo, and it looks amazing.”
Patrick groaned. “Quit eavesdropping on me.”
“No, you asked me for help. I thought it was just for the farm, but I see now that your whole life is a mess.”
“Wow, thanks sis.” 
“Get back in there and make it right.” She crossed her arms again and tapped her foot on the ground. Patrick rolled his eyes and walked back to his office.
Laney was staring at her laptop, eyebrows furrowed. He knew she was fixing the logo because he couldn’t just be open with her, and his stomach twisted. 
“Laney, stop changing it. The logo-”
“No, it’s not that, look.” She turned her laptop around and he saw what she was reading.
“Glitr Treez has a new promotion that’s making their sales skyrocket. Buy a tree, get a candle that smells like ‘fresh evergreen’. Are you kidding me?”
Patrick groaned and ran his hand through his hair.
“Hey, it’ll be okay.” Laney said, putting her hand on his shoulder. Warmth spread through his body at her touch, and he closed his eyes briefly. 
“No, it won’t.” He said before sitting down at his desk and letting his head fall into his hands.




Chapter Four


“Ew, mom. I can’t believe you’d get one of these.” Rebecca took another sniff of the Glitr Treez candle in her hand and scrunched up her face. 
Gwen shot her daughter a dirty look and grabbed the candle from her. “I was simply helping out Laney. She’s working with Patrick, and it’s good to know what the competition is doing.”
“But do you need to display it on the mantel?” Rebecca asked with her eyebrow raised.
Laney took the candle from her and grimaced at the scent. “You know what? We could make such better candles than this. Patrick’s trees smell heavenly and fresh. These smell like an air freshener that was left out a little too long.” 
She pulled out her phone and called Michelle while laughing at Gwen’s face as she sniffed the candle at arm’s length, like one would do with gym socks they weren’t sure about.
“Hey, Michelle! I smelled one of those candles Glitr Treez put out and it’s atrocious. And then I had a thought. The trees on the farm have a fresh, clean scent people would fight over. Why don’t we infuse some waxes and oils with fresh pine needles and sell those as another income stream?”
Michelle was silent while she considered what Laney proposed, and then let out a gigantic sigh.
“I love it, but I know Patrick’ll hate the idea. I just talked to him about my cocoa stand and he said it didn’t fit the image of the farm. I doubt he’ll think candles ‘fit the image’ either. Maybe we could make some behind his back and see how they do?”
Laney scowled and thanked Michelle for her input. It seemed tempting to make some candles and show Patrick the results, but the thought of doing it without telling him made a knot form in the pit of her stomach.
She took in a sharp breath and pulled up a text message.
Hey! What if we made some candles using fresh pine needles? Then we could counteract the gross candles Glitr Treez is selling!
She hovered over the send button for a moment before pressing it. Within seconds, her phone was ringing. Patrick. He either loved the idea or was so bothered, he felt it was necessary to call her. She hoped for the former.
“Laney, I will not rip off an idea from another business.”
“It’s not ripping them off, though. We’re not copying their product- we’re making our own version that will be vastly superior.”
She could almost hear Patrick’s eyes roll over the phone as he huffed. 
“See, the thing is, my grandpa wouldn’t have done something gimmicky and cheap like this. He sold trees. He supported a family solely by selling trees. I will not add in cheap products and ruin the farm’s name.”
“It was just an idea. And one I think your grandpa would’ve liked.”
“Well, it wasn’t a good one. And I’m not interested.”
Laney hung up and held the phone in her hand for a moment. She couldn’t believe he’d be so harsh over a simple question. She comforted herself with the knowledge her work with Patrick was almost done. She slid her phone back into her pocket and hoped the rest of their time together would go smoothly.
[image: image-placeholder]Michelle walked into Patrick’s office, and he tried to force a smile on his face even though he was still worked up from his conversation with Laney. 
Who did she think she was? 
He had reluctantly hired her to redesign their logo, and now she was overstepping. She had no idea what it took to keep the business going and Patrick was certain candles weren’t the answer.
“What’s gotten into you?” his ever-observant sister asked. 
“You won’t believe what Laney had the nerve to do.”
He filled her in on the conversation he had just had and looked at her expectantly, knowing she would be just as angry at the suggestion.
“You’re mad over that?”
“I shouldn’t have expected you to understand. I almost forgot you’re trying to change grandpa’s legacy too.”
“Get over yourself, Patrick.” Michelle said before walking out of the office.
He started to go after her and then sat down at his desk. A printed copy of the logo Laney designed was sitting front and center. He looked down at his grandpa’s smiling face next to his own and exhaled as he dropped his head into his hands.
“What would you do, grandpa? I can’t keep going in circles. Before I know it, all this will be gone.”
He ran his hand through his hair and jumped when he heard a loud crash coming from another room in. He ran out into the hallway to see what the commotion was. 
“Michelle! Are you okay?” He ran frantically into a room that was essentially the junk drawer of the office building. 
His sister was standing there unscathed. He stopped to catch his breath and before he could ask her what the clatter was; he noticed the shirt she was wearing. It was faded and time-worn, but he could easily make out the words. 
I chopped my Christmas tree at The Lovelace Tree Farms
His eyes narrowed as he noticed the logo peaking out behind the words.
“Where’d you get that? If you had it made, that’s not funny.”
“Seriously? How would I have had time to make it? You amaze me, brother. You’re so smart and have so many great ideas, but you push them down. You push away anyone who has ideas that would help you.”
Patrick shoved his hands in his pockets and fought the urge to leave the room. 
“Okay, so where did the shirts come from?”
“Grandpa.” 
Patrick’s eyes widened, and he slowly shook his head.
“He made them that year grandma got sick for the first time. He made these too.” She turned around and grabbed a snow globe out of the closet behind her.
Patrick stepped forward and ran his finger along the curve of the globe. 
“How did I forget about these?” His voice came out barely above a whisper.
“It was a rough time. We had a lot going on. But if these gimmicky things were good enough for grandpa, surely the candles are good enough for you?”
Patrick clenched his teeth and then relaxed his jaw with a sigh.
“I mess up, didn’t I?”
“What? You mean bristling against people who love you and want you to succeed?”
Patrick frowned and nodded, shoving his hands in his pockets. 
“Pretty sure you know what you need to do. Go to her and apologize.” Michelle’s eyebrows were arched, and concern filled her eyes.
Patrick nodded and left, but not before grabbing a shirt and planting a quick kiss on her cheek.
He fired up his truck and tried to not overthink during his drive to Laney’s parents’ house. He kept mulling over the ways he had messed up and pushed her away. The way her face looked every time he shot down one of her ideas or increased the distance between them made his heart ache.
Thinking of her face, he felt some old familiar feelings pop up and, this time, he didn’t try to push them away. He even followed his urge to belt out some Christmas tunes, which he promptly turned down as he entered her neighborhood. 
The thought of seeing her, and sharing the good news that she was right, had him feeling almost giddy. He ran up the steps of the porch and knocked on the door, smiling at the sounds of laughter and shouting he could hear inside.
A breathless Laney answered the door. Her cheeks were rosy and her eyes were sparkling, but her face dimmed slightly when she saw who was standing in front of her.
Patrick winced and offered a timid smile.
“What brings you here?” Laney asked in a tight, but polite way. 
“I have something to show you.” He took a chance and lightly grabbed her hand, pulling her out onto the porch. Her touch felt soothing, and he tried to stay focused as his eyes met hers.
“What is it?” She asked with a cautious curiosity. 
He pulled open his jacket to reveal the t-shirt underneath, and her head flew back with a hearty laugh.
“I remember those! I think I still have one somewhere!”
“You were right. Grandpa did what it took to keep the business going the year that grandma was really sick and had a lot of medical bills. For some reason, I blocked it out-”
“It was a rough time. I get it. Now, about those candles?”
Patrick laughed and nodded. Laney went in for a hug and promptly stopped herself. Patrick felt a pang of guilt in the pit of his stomach when he remembered the awkward block he had done the last time she tried to hug him. 
He put out his arms and stepped closer to her, drawing her close. Her warm honey vanilla scent filled his senses, and he thought about how wonderful she would be to kiss. He looked down to see her looking up. She was at the perfect angle, her lips pursed, and-
The door flew open. “Patrick! We’re playing charades if you’d like to join us.”
The two of them quickly drew apart.
“Thanks, Mrs. DeLancy, maybe next time!” Patrick said a little too exuberantly in his attempt to hide his embarrassment.
Laney shot him a quick smile. “I’ll message Michelle about the candles and get something set up for tomorrow.”
He nodded, and she headed inside. He walked to his truck, his heart thumping in his ears as he drove back home in silence. 




Chapter Five


“Great idea, Laney! This smells amazing!” Michelle inhaled deeply as she infused another batch of wax with fresh pine needles. 
Laney smiled and tried to hide her disappointment that Patrick hadn’t come to make candles with them. She was confused about their almost-kiss the night before and knew they needed to talk. 
Maybe she had misread it, and it was nothing. She tried to tell herself that it had all been in her head and it was simply a hug, nothing more. Part of her wasn’t convinced, but she chalked it up to wishful thinking and kept putting labels on jars. 
She tried to push Patrick out of her mind so she could focus on the task at hand. This was proving to be difficult when every sticker had her drawing of his smiling face on it. She smoothed her hand over the image of him and placed the jar on the table where it would wait to be filled with evergreen scented wax. 
Rebecca came over and nudged her. “What’s on your mind? You look like you’re caught in a perplexing daydream.”
Laney was taken aback by her sister’s accurate observation. “It’s nothing, or at least it will be nothing when I leave in a few weeks.”
Rebecca scowled. “Christmas is in a few weeks. You aren’t staying for New Year?”
Laney lowered her voice so their mother wouldn’t hear. “I had to schedule my flight for the morning after Christmas.”
Rebecca’s eyes widened. “Oh, that will go over well.”
“I couldn’t help it. I’m only home so early because my boss took this time off, too.” Laney felt a surprising twinge of guilt as she thought about how fast her time at home was flying by. She originally thought the four weeks at home would be too much time, but now, she wasn’t sure she wanted it to end. She didn’t dare say that out loud. Everyone thought her life in San Francisco was ideal, and she wanted it to stay that way. 
Rebecca scoffed and moved away to finish her task of placing and trimming wicks. 
“Now we need to figure out how to sell these.” Michelle furrowed her eyebrows and looked at the growing pile of candles.
Rebecca clasped her hands together and let out a little squeal. “Oh, I know! Let’s have a Christmas party! We could do it next weekend.”
Michelle looked up slowly, a grin spreading across her face. “That’s perfect Becca! That will be two weeks before Christmas, so we can have it at the farm and advertise u-cut trees also!”
Laney smiled and smoothed on another sticker. Even if she couldn’t figure out her and Patrick, she could at least play a part in helping him save his farm.
“And everyone loves the new logo.” Gwen said, before covering her mouth.
“Mother! What do you mean everyone loves the new logo? No one should’ve seen it yet!”
“Well, after I went to pick the stickers up from the printers, I may have stopped at Carla’s Bakery, and people may have seen them when I took them out to look at them.”
Laney groaned and put her face in her hands. “We were going to have a big reveal.”
Gwen’s face fell, and she apologized.
Michelle looked up and laughed. “It’s really okay, Gwen. This will probably drum up more interest when people hear that my stubborn brother is actually making some changes.
The women all laughed, and Laney looked around to see everyone nodding in agreement. She had to laugh too. The thought of Patrick updating anything on that farm was enough of a surprise to bring the whole town to the farm, if only out of curiosity. 
“Oh, and Laney?”
Laney looked over at her mother with raised eyebrows, afraid of what would come next.
“Everyone who saw your design loved your work. I have a list of people who want you to call them as soon as you can. They’re all interested in having their logos updated.”
“Thanks mom,” said Laney, expecting a small list. Her eyes widened when Gwen procured a full sheet of names and numbers.
They cranked up the Christmas music and laughed and danced their way through the rest of the candles. 
Worn out and covered in wax and pine needles, Laney picked at some residual sticker gunk on her finger and dialed the first number on the list.
“Mrs. Tomes, hi, it’s Laney. My mom mentioned you’re looking to redesign your logo?”
Mrs. Tomes, the local yarn shop owner, lit up and excitedly rattled off her ideas to Laney, who wrote them down as fast as she could.
The next person on the list was just as thrilled to hear from her. And the next. 
She felt hope growing in her that she might not have to return to her awful job after all. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Patrick?” 
Upon hearing his sister calling for him, Patrick scrambled to clean up the space in front of him. He had spent all day fixing up a room in the barn, converting it into a space Michelle could use for her café. It was the least he could do after she saved his butt with Laney. 
He had on one of the gimmicky t-shirts Michelle had found the day before and laughed every time he caught his reflection in the mirror. Michelle had spent some time going through old pictures to find him wearing one. It still baffled him that he couldn’t remember the shirts, but there was too much evidence for him to stick with his original thought about his grandpa. 
Sweeping up the remaining debris from a day of cutting and rearranging the old tack room, Patrick stepped back to look at the changes in the room and smiled before calling out to his sister.
“I’m in here, Michelle!”
He heard her footsteps travel across the barn and threw open the door when she got close. 
She stepped inside and looked around, completely unaware of why he was grinning and waiting for a reaction from her.
“It’s not fully done yet. I talked to Carla, and she has some equipment she could sell you. I didn’t want to buy the wrong thing, so I told her you’d be in to see her soon.”
Michelle’s mouth dropped open. “Wait, is this what I think it is?” 
Patrick nodded, and his sister ran over to squeeze him tightly. She walked around the room, taking in the counter he built into the wall, the space for storage, and small details, like a sign he had tucked under the counter that said “Michelle’s Café”. She put the sign on top of the counter and tilted her head towards him.
“Why’d you hide this? It’s a beautiful sign.”
Patrick shoved his hands in his pockets and looked away. “It’s nothing, it’s just a little hobby I’ve picked up while waiting for tree sales to come in.”
“Patrick! Some handmade signs would be great at the Christmas party!”
He looked at his sister quizzically, and she rushed to fill him in on everything.
She finished up by saying, “Laney and her family have really put in a lot of time and effort helping us. I can tell they really care about the farm, and Laney is obviously still in love with you.”
Patrick felt his cheeks burn and shook his head. “You’ve got something wrong there. She’s never been in love with me.” He choked over the last part of the sentence and refused to make eye contact with his sister. 
Michelle scoffed and shook her head, but Patrick was grateful when her next words were about the party and not Laney.
“We put together a list of things to get ready for the party. Can you go downtown and pick up the supplies in the morning?”
Patrick nodded and headed to bed, his thoughts swirling with confusion.
The next morning, he wiped sleep from his eyes, groggy from tossing and turning all night. Things with Laney had never been cut and dry, and Patrick liked cut and dry. His mind flashed back to their interrupted moment, and he felt like he had been punched in the gut. Things could never work out between him and Laney, but he couldn’t help wishing they would. 
He splashed cold water on his face and got ready for the day. He couldn’t control the thoughts running through his mind, and he found himself wishing he would see Laney while he was in town. 
Yelling out a goodbye to Michelle, he grabbed the list and headed to the hardware store.
As he drove the winding roads to downtown Cheswick, he turned up the volume on the Christmas songs coming out of the speakers and laughed when the deejays told a cheesy story about their cats getting into Christmas decorations.
Turning onto Main Street, he noticed the car Laney was using parked in front of Carla’s Bakery. Feeling hopeful, he pulled into a nearby spot and walked inside.
The smell of cinnamon rolls and burnt coffee filled his nostrils as he returned a wave to Carla standing behind the counter.
“Be with you in just a minute!” She called out over the din of the early morning customers. He nodded to her and looked around for Laney.
He saw the back of her head and walked over to her, but stopped abruptly when she moved, and he saw Josh Parnel sitting across from her. The two of them were laughing and talking animatedly, and he sunk back into the shadow of the entryway before quickly heading out to his truck.
He smacked the steering wheel and cursed under his breath. He had let his sister’s words get to him and let himself believe for a minute that Laney actually wanted him. Their almost-kiss the other night was just a fluke, and he needed to move forward with focus on the farm, not her.
The hardware store was only a block down the street, and he contemplated walking to get the anger and disappointment out of his system. Looking at the list of things he needed to get, he decided against walking and drove his truck down to the store.
A prominent display of Glitr Treez and candles assaulted him at the entrance of the store, and he swallowed the urge to tell the owner exactly what he thought of the spectacle. 
He headed to the lumber section and grabbed boards for his handmade signs, along with some other hardware that would be useful. He turned the corner to the paint aisle and came to a halt when he saw Laney coming towards him.
“Hey! There you are! I saw your truck out front and figured I’d come in to see if you needed help.”
Her cheeks were flushed from the cold, and Patrick assumed from her date with Josh. The guy had been his friend in high school and Patrick was trying his best to remind himself Laney and Josh both deserved happiness, but he couldn’t help feeling bitter that Laney had connected with someone new so quickly. 
He gave her a tightlipped smile and continued grabbing things from the shelf. “I’m all good.”
She smiled curiously at him and reached for the list, but he pulled it back. “I really don’t need your help.”
He pushed his cart away and hoped she wouldn’t follow him. He turned to see her matching him step for step and sighed.
“I thought things were cool between us?” The worry creasing her face and reflecting in her eyes made him feel a twinge of pain and guilt. 
“It’s nothing. I- I saw you with Josh. I thought we had something forming. It was stupid of me to think that.”
Laney stopped walking, and Patrick wanted to turn around. He fought the urge and continued walking away. 
“You’re impossible.” He heard her say before she turned around and walked out of the store. 
He continued getting the rest of the items on the list, albeit a little forcefully, and checked out. The scent of Glitr Treez candles assaulted his nostrils as he paid the cashier. He brought the goods out to his truck, scowling harder with each item he put away.




Chapter Six


Laney slammed the coat closet, sending jingle bells screaming through the house. Rebecca came down the stairs and stared at her.  
“Wanna put that aggression to good use?”
Laney turned and gave her a harsher look than she meant to. She sighed and tried to let the tension leave her body.
“What do you have in mind?”
“Carla is making the sugar cookies for the party and asked if we wanted to help her for a discount.”
The thought of rolling out dough to abate her frustration seemed tempting. She nodded, a scowl remaining on her face.
“Okay, great. I’ll call Michelle.”
Laney opened the coat closet back up and glared at the jingle bells that clearly couldn’t tell she was in no mood for their jubilant outbursts.
At Carla’s Bakery, Carla handed them all aprons and started setting ingredients out on the shiny stainless-steel countertops. 
They dove right into their work, laughing as flour puffed up in their faces, and trying their best not to spill more sugar on the counters than in the bowl. Laney got into the cookie making process as she cut out stars and Christmas trees, placing them on parchment lined baking sheets in perfect rows that made her smile.
“Your mood is sure turning around. You started out fuming as bad as Patrick was when he got home from the store.”
Laney’s smile left her face. “Maybe if he wasn’t so quick to assume, he would’ve had a lot better morning.”
Michelle and Rebecca stopped stirring their bowls of cookie dough and looked at her. Knowing the two of them wouldn’t back off until she spilled everything, she took a deep breath and recounted the last week to them.
“You almost kissed!” Rebecca’s mouth hung open and her eyes looked like they would burst.
“That’s all you got from that?” Laney snapped, and then quickly re-centered herself. “Sorry. It’s been a tough week. We didn’t end things well when I moved away, and it seems like nothing’s really changed. He assumes things and takes everything way too seriously.” She felt her blood boiling and promptly closed her mouth to keep from venting. 
“Patrick’s always been too serious for his own good. It’s a little ironic he owns a Christmas tree farm.” Michelle mused as she returned to forming a batch of cookie dough.
“He wasn’t always that serious. We actually used to have fun.” Laney rolled out her dough a little too thin and had to start over. 
“He was, wasn’t he? I bet I know when it all changed. Grandpa started putting a lot of pressure on him when grandma got sick. I think it made him realize Patrick and I would have no one left when he was gone. He wanted to make sure Patrick would know how to run the business well. He had him spend all his free time learning the ropes and taking over a lot of things.”
Laney thought back to when their grandma had gotten sick, and her eyes widened when she realized it had been right around the time he lost all sense of fun and stopped hanging out with her after school.
“I had no idea,” Laney said slowly. “I thought the two of you had it made good. Always at your grandparents’ house, living on a farm where Christmas trees grew. It seemed like a dream come true to a kid.”
“Looks like you were making incorrect assumptions too, sis.” Rebecca said, twisting up the side of her mouth in sympathy.
Laney couldn’t even be angry at her sister’s comment. It was true. When they were teens and tried to rekindle their friendship, along with something more, she had been so focused on the future and getting out of Cheswick that that’s all she could talk about. Patrick had shot down all her dreams and tried to talk her into staying before finally giving up and distancing himself. 
He was afraid of losing her. He had lost so many people and, as she set down the cookie cutter in her hand, he had lost her too. And he couldn’t dream with her about leaving Cheswick when his whole life’s purpose was tied to this place. 
Michelle echoed her thoughts. “Patrick’s lost practically everyone he’s loved. I was young when our parents died. I barely remember them. But Patrick, Patrick remembers them clearly. Then our grandparents. And you. And now he’s close to losing the farm. It kills him to think he’s ruining grandpa’s legacy.”
“He’s not though. I know he can save it if he’d get out of his own way.” Laney said, her heart softening as she thought about the pain behind his eyes when he lashed out at her at the hardware store.
“You have one thing wrong, though.”
Michelle looked at Laney and tilted her head. “And what’s that?”
“He doesn’t love me.” Laney bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from crying. 
Rebecca laughed and then covered her mouth. “Sorry, but you’re wrong there.”
Michelle nodded, but Laney shook her head. “You two don’t understand. He’s constantly annoyed with me and all we’ve done since I’ve been home is fight. As soon as I think we’re going somewhere, something happens, and the moment is gone.”
Michelle cleared her throat. “If I can be frank, you are both constantly annoyed with each other for the silliest reasons. I think you frustrate him because he’s always torn between wanting you to stay and wanting you to follow your dreams. You’re a wildcard and unpredictable, which scares him.”
“And he frustrates you because you know he is holding himself back, but you don’t have patience for him when he doesn’t see what he’s capable of.” Rebecca chimed in.
Laney cut out another batch of cookies in silence. Rebecca and Michelle exchanged looks and didn’t say anything for a bit. Carla came in the back from helping customers and marveled at how many cookies they had already done.
“Guys! These look amazing. Want a job here?”
The three of them laughed, albeit a little forcefully.
“And Laney, I haven’t seen Josh smile as big as he did when he was in here with you this morning. That date must’ve gone well.”
Rebecca and Michelle practically gave themselves whiplash as they turned to look at her. She attempted to smile and laugh lightheartedly, but it came out like a small bark. 
“I wasn’t on a date; it was a business meeting. One other thing Patrick assumed incorrectly.”
Michelle’s eyes widened. “Did he see you with Josh?”
“Yep, but he didn’t let me explain myself.” Laney felt anger bubble up in her again, and then it diffused as quickly as it appeared. Patrick hadn’t confronted her about it or asked her to explain herself. He had seen them and went to the store to carry on with his life. She was the one who confronted him until he snapped.
“I need to go,” she said, frantically untying her apron.
[image: image-placeholder]Patrick walked through another plot of trees that would be too big to be in people’s houses next year and scowled. These were trees his grandpa had planted with the intention of families buying them to adorn their houses, and the thought of them being turned into mulch made him sick to his stomach.
He looked down at the sheets in his hands and hated the numbers in front of him. He wouldn’t lose the farm this season, but next year would be even harder with so few sales this year.
He crumpled the pages up and shoved them in his pocket. The Christmas party was only a few days away and Michelle had asked him to not worry about sales numbers until after the party. Two weeks was pretty close to Christmas for people to buy trees, but he would have pseudo-hope, if only for his sister. 
Making his way back to his office, he passed by the stack of wood he’d purchased that morning and scowled. Handcrafting signs was one of his only hobbies he actually enjoyed, and now he couldn’t look at the wood without thinking of Laney. She never let things go and now she was here, affecting his life on a daily basis. 
At least their time together was limited. He’d figure out how to survive the next few days for the sake of his farm and then she’d return to California and he wouldn’t have to see her again, at least not until she decided it was worth coming home again.
His mind trailed back to when she left the first time. He had stayed home, opting to not go with Michelle and Laney’s family when they saw her off. His grandpa had urged him to go and put the past behind them, but he didn’t want to go and be tempted to ask her to stay. 
All he ever wanted was for her to follow her dreams, and even though he wished those dreams included him, he swallowed his words that day. He spent the day cleaning up around the farm and playing chess with his grandpa. The game had turned into a lecture about life, like most things, and Patrick had been annoyed. Now, he would give anything to hear his grandpa’s advice.
He picked up a board and carried it over to the saw, determined to get something done and push Laney out of his mind. Six perfectly cut boards in, he was feeling better and brainstorming what he would paint on them to sell at the party.
As he set the seventh one down, he heard footsteps crunching dried pine needles and hoped it was a customer wandering around to find him. Popping around the corner with a smile on his face, he froze in his tracks when he saw the source of the noise. Laney.
The smile dropped from his face, and he grumbled to her about being busy. Turning to grab another board, he tried to avoid making eye contact with her, but she rushed to catch up with him.
“Hey! I’ve been making cookies with our sisters, and we had some really wonderful conversations.”
Patrick grunted, hoping she’d get the hint he didn’t want to talk, but she was persistent, and he wasn’t rude enough to start up the saw while she was mid-sentence.
“First off, I wasn’t on a date with Josh. We were meeting about business-related stuff.”
He scoffed; Josh didn’t have a business. He worked for the local general store. 
Laney frowned at him. “What? Quit scoffing and talk to me.”
“Josh doesn’t have a business. There’s nothing between us, so why lie?”
His words hurt her, and he saw her swallow before replying. 
“He’s in the middle of opening his own hobby store. A store you’ll probably love.” She forcefully motioned over to his growing pile of signs, and he looked away. 
His frustration grew, even though he now knew it wasn’t a date. How was he supposed to know it was a business meeting? She hadn’t mentioned it at all. But then again, why would she have said anything? 
He was foolish to try to kiss her the other night. They wouldn’t work out, and he couldn’t have a fling with her that would end by Christmas. He closed his eyes when he remembered the pain of the last time she left.
“Anyway, I was coming here to tell you I think we should-”
“Laney, let’s not do this, okay?”
Laney stared at him for a moment before nodding and leaving the farm. He thought he saw her wipe away a tear and felt a tug in his heart. He wanted to follow her, but what would be the point? He would just be prolonging the pain. It was better this way.




Chapter Seven


Laney looked up at Gwen with bleary eyes. “Thanks for the coffee, mom.” 
“I wouldn’t have given you that list if I knew it was going to keep you from sleeping!”
Laney forced a smile and didn’t correct her. She spent the night lost in logo design, throwing herself at her work to avoid the pain of Patrick’s rejection.
If anything, she was grateful for the distraction and ready to get back to the next design. Oblivious to this, Gwen sat on the bed opposite Laney’s desk. 
“I’m really happy you’re home. I’ll let you get back to work, but I just wanted to let you know that.” 
Gwen stood back up and put her hand on Laney’s shoulder. Laney looked up at her mom and smiled. Her time in California had worn away the teenage angst she had originally flown there with and in its place, an appreciation for home had formed. 
Gwen walked out of the room, and Laney winced as her thoughts drifted back to Patrick. As tempting as it was to never go back to San Francisco, staying in Cheswick wasn’t looking that appealing. Every corner she turned on her way home from the farm the night before reminded her of some memory with Patrick, and living amid that pain didn’t seem worth it.
[image: image-placeholder]“Hand me that hammer,” Patrick said, biting a nail between his teeth as he helped Michelle put the finishing touches on her café so it would be ready in time for the party.
Michelle obliged and started to talk, but closed her mouth after a small sound escaped.
“Hmm?” Patrick asked, thinking he hadn’t fully heard her.
“Well, I’ve been curious about something.”
Patrick sighed, knowing what was coming next.
“Why can’t you and Laney figure things out?”
“Says the person who has had three boyfriends in the last year,” Patrick muttered and then instantly regretted his words when he saw his sister’s face fall. 
“I’m sorry, I-” Patrick searched for the right words.
“No, you’re right. But you want to know the difference? I haven’t met the right person yet. You have.”




Chapter Eight


“We lied.” Rebecca said flatly to the people in front of her, ready to decorate for tomorrow’s Christmas party. 
Laney was standing next to Michelle and Patrick and looked at them for answers. Patrick looked just as confused as she felt, but Michelle clearly knew what was going on.
“We actually made most of the decorations last night. We have to finish up at Carla’s today and so we put together a list of things for the two of you to get done today.”
She handed the list to Patrick, who promptly put it in his pocket without looking at it. Laney rolled her eyes and ignored Rebecca’s dirty look. It was just like their sisters to do this to them.
“Anyway, bye!” Michelle said, and the two of them abruptly left.
Laney wrapped her arms around herself, the chill in the air cutting through her jacket. 
“Alright, let’s get this done. Let me see the list.”
Patrick pulled the list back out and started skimming over it before a frustrated laugh escaped his lips. 
“This is just like them,” he muttered.
Laney came over and stood close enough to see what tasks their sisters had left for them. The scent of evergreens and coffee filled her nostrils, and she ignored the comforting feeling welling up in her body.
Scanning the list herself, she groaned. What did the two of them think they were up to? 
The list only had a few things on it.
Write out three things you want for your future. 
Draw a picture of a Christmas tree to decorate Patrick’s office. We’ll choose the best one.
Hang up the tinsel in the barn.
“I’ll start with the tinsel,” Laney said, and started to walk out of the room.
“Are you going to face our sisters when they find out we didn’t do the first two?” Patrick raised his eyebrows dramatically in mock horror, and Laney couldn’t help but laugh.
“Alright, let’s get the hardest one out of the way first. Drawing?”
Patrick nodded, and they headed into his office. He sat down and pulled out a piece of paper. At the same time, Laney got her laptop set up.
“Do you go anywhere without that?” 
Laney laughed. “Not when I know the only computer I’ll be around was one of the first prototypes.” She motioned over to his yellowing computer and saw him grimace slightly.
She got her doodling app open and started drawing an intricate Christmas tree decked with ornaments and lights. She peeked over and saw Patrick scribbling something she couldn’t make out. 
His eyebrows were furrowed together as he put all his focus into the task at hand, and she felt a longing in her heart. She was tired of pushing it down and simply let herself enjoy the sight of him wrapped up in concentration. 
He looked up and smiled at her before trying to peek at her screen.
“Hey! No cheating. I’m totally going to win this.” She turned her screen away from him and finished up her picture. After putting a few final embellishments on it, she saved the file and closed out of it before he could sneak a look. 
He sighed and turned his drawing over. “I guess I’ll work on the next task. This drawing is not going well.” 
“My drawing’s done. I’ll get started on my list too,” Laney said, accepting a piece of paper and a pen from Patrick. She stifled a gasp as the warmth of his hand brushed against hers and thanked him for the items with a tightlipped smile. 
She tapped her pen on the desk and thought about what she wanted her future to look like. It was certainly different from what she hoped for a week ago. She watched Patrick as he mulled over his own list and felt pangs of guilt that she would be leaving so soon. She was dreading a future without him, but she knew it was too late for that.
Her phone rang, startling both of them out of their individual thoughts. 
“Sorry,” she whispered, and took the phone call out in the hallway.
“Laney!” a voice boomed on the other line, and Laney winced. 
“Mr. Roberts called and said he hates the designs you did.” Laney bit her tongue and did her best to not snap back at her boss.
“He’s wanting to see you tomorrow morning, and I told him you’d be able to meet him around 11. It was the furthest I could push it back.”
“I’m at home visiting my family for Christmas,” Laney said through gritted teeth.
“Oh, I know. But you’ve been there for a while and can always come back after the meeting.”
“Why can’t you meet with him?”
“Laney,” her boss said, dripping with condescension, “You know I’m on vacation.”
Yeah, and what am I on? Laney thought bitterly.
“You’re only a short flight away. What’s the big deal?”
“I have a Christmas party tomorrow that I’m throwing with a friend.”
“Your friend will understand. There will always be more parties.”
“I’m sorry, but I had this time off approved.” Laney took a deep breath to steady her nerves and ended the call before her boss could talk her into coming back. 
She peeked her head into the office and got Patrick’s attention. “I’m going to head out to the barn to get the tinsel strung up while I think about my list. Feel free to use my laptop to do your drawing on if you want a chance at beating me.” Her words were light, although her tone was heavy. 
Out in the barn, she cranked up the stereo and got to work hanging up tinsel and ribbons as I’ll Be Home for Christmas tore at her heart.
[image: image-placeholder]Patrick looked down at his incomplete list and sighed. He had only been able to come up with two things he wanted in his future:
	To be with Laney
	To save the farm

A third hope evaded him. If he had those two things, he knew the future would be bright. When he was contemplating a third item, he tried to be respectful and ignore Laney’s conversation out in the hallway. He couldn’t make out the exact words, but it was clear she was stressed and stuck in an unpleasant conversation. 
He wanted to ask her what was wrong, but she had left the office so quickly, he hadn’t had the chance. He sat down in front of her laptop and drew. A notification in the corner popped up and caught his attention.
Flight is scheduled for 8 tomorrow morning. I told Charlie you’ll meet him at 11. Thanks!!!
He looked at it for a moment as the words sank in. Laney wasn’t leaving after Christmas. She was leaving before the Christmas party tomorrow. His mind raced, and he wanted to leave, but he looked at his list sitting next to him and sighed when he read the top line. 
After folding his list up and putting it in his pocket, he walked out to the barn. 
He found Laney standing on a ladder, a ribbon between her teeth and a bead of sweat on her forehead, despite the cold temperature. He smiled bitter-sweetly as he watched her. He wanted her to stay, but he knew she didn’t want to be there any longer than she had to. 
Knowing she had a chance to go back to California early made him happy for her, but he felt an ache in his heart as he thought about saying goodbye again.
She looked up and frowned when she made eye contact with him. Pulling the ribbon out of her mouth and steadying herself on the ladder, she started to talk, but Patrick stopped her.
“If you were leaving so early, why didn’t you say anything?”
She stepped off the ladder and walked over to him with a confused half-smile on her lips that tugged at his heart, no matter how hard he tried to fight it.
“What do you mean?”
“I figured you’d at least stay for the party.”
She furrowed her eyebrows. “I am. I’m here for like two more weeks.”
He cleared his throat and told her about the notification on her laptop.
“That presumptuous…” she cut herself off, and it was Patrick’s turn to be confused. He looked at her for an explanation and saw her nostrils flare slightly as she inhaled sharply.
“My boss. She’s awful. She wants me to come back tomorrow morning because a client doesn’t like my work. Hates it were her exact words, actually.”
Patrick’s face softened as Laney’s eyes filled with tears. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her in for a hug, relieved when she didn’t bristle at his touch. 
“But I thought you were doing great in California?”
“It was a lie. I didn’t want anyone to know how bad it was. My mom was so proud of me, and I didn’t want to deal with everyone’s concern.”
Patrick gave her a reassuring squeeze, unsure of what words would help. She melted against him, and he drank in her warm vanilla honey scent.
“I’m not leaving tomorrow. I know what I have to do.” She pulled away and he let her go, even though he could have stood there forever.
She walked off just as Michelle showed up.
“How are things going, brother?”
Patrick shrugged. “Better? Worse? A mix? I don’t really know.”
Michelle pursed her lips and tried to give him a reassuring smile. “Well, I have some boxes of candles that Rebecca and I finished tying ribbons on. Wanna come out to the car and help me carry them in?”
Just then, Laney walked back in, and Patrick noticed the remnants of tears in the corners of her eyes. She smiled, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. 
“You guys need help?”
Michelle shook her head. “The snow is pretty bad out there, Laney. Unless you’re planning on staying the night here, you should drive home soon.”
“I can drive you home. If it’s that bad out, my truck would be safer.” Patrick hopped up and walked over to her.
Michelle raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything when Laney grabbed her coat and followed him out of the barn. She motioned for him to wait while she ran in to grab her laptop.
Patrick wiped his sweaty palms on his pants while he waited for Laney to meet him out at the truck. He rushed over to open her door and saw her hesitate before thanking him for the gesture. 
The two of them sat in silence as the truck wound through snow-covered roads and Christmas lights dotted the surrounding landscape. 
At a stoplight, Patrick turned to Laney. “So is this goodbye?”
She slowly shook her head. “I told my boss I quit.”
Patrick felt something inside him he hadn’t felt in a long time. Hope. It was quickly replaced by dread as he realized what this meant.
“But that was your dream.”
“No, being a successful graphic designer was my dream. I’ve been meeting with people all over town this week that actually love my work. I’m not going back to California.”
She pulled out her list to show him, and he glanced at it quickly before the light changed. 
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The light turned green, but Patrick saw no cars behind him, so he pulled out his own list and handed it to her, saying nothing.
“Oh, Patrick,” she said, and he could hear her breath catch in her throat. 
He pulled over a block from her parents’ house and put the truck in park. The houses on the street glittered with a rainbow of lights, and the tears in her eyes glistened. He took off his seatbelt and scooted closer to her. 
Hooking her chin with his finger, he looked into her eyes and felt his heart dissolve all the remaining walls he had worked so hard to put up. She looked up at him and he leaned down, pressing his lips against hers. She melted into him, and he closed his eyes as she rested her head against his chest.
Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas hummed through the speakers as he put the truck in drive and took her home.
“See you at the party tomorrow,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. 
Laney nodded and got out of the truck, turning around halfway to the house to give him a smile that made him grin.
[image: image-placeholder]Children were throwing snowballs and racing around outside the barn wearing coats that were so thick they couldn’t put their arms down. Laney smiled at the sight and got out of Rebecca’s car. The parking lot was filling up, and it looked as though they would have even more people than they had hoped for.  
Josh waved her down as he got out of his car and ran over. “Hey! Laney! I won’t bother you about any other business stuff while we’re at the party, but I wanted to stop you really quick. I looked over the designs you sent me, and I love all of them. I’m going to have a hard time choosing which one to go with. They’re all great!”
Laney beamed and took in a refreshing inhale of the crisp air. She avoided any ice as she tried her best to not make it obvious that she was running in to the barn to find Patrick.
She locked eyes with him across the room and her heart beat a little faster as she watched him make his way through the gathering crowd to put his arm around her waist. 
This wasn’t lost on Rebecca, who had come in ahead of her and was manning the candle table. When she saw Patrick’s arm, she did an obscenely over-exaggerated wink and gave Laney a thumbs up. Laney rolled her eyes and laughed, leaning deeper into Patrick’s firm embrace.
She inhaled the fresh evergreen and coffee scent coming off of him and swooned as it brought her back to the ride in his truck the night before. He had kissed her so passionately, it left her speechless. She squeezed his side and the look he gave her in return let her know he was thinking of the same thing.
A group of people walked by, each holding a candle and chatting away. When they saw Patrick, they stopped.
“Hey! Do you have any trees left?”
Patrick smiled at Laney and kissed her forehead as he directed the group outside to a U-Cut lot they had set up for the party. She wrapped her arms around herself to warm up after losing the heat from his strong arms and walked over to Rebecca.
She was helping a customer and Laney overheard her tell him, “stop by Michelle’s cocoa station in the other room. Drinking her peppermint cocoa while sitting next to one of these candles is pure Christmas perfection!”
Laney smiled and stepped up next to her so she could talk over the music.
“I’m so sorry I was distant my entire trip. I had a lot going on and didn’t want to hear about everything I was doing wrong.”
“Don’t sweat it. I see things are going well with Patrick,” she elbowed her sister, “but I am wondering how it’s going to work long distance?”
“I’m staying.”
That small phrase was all it took. Rebecca screamed loud enough that it cut through Jingle Bells and got the attention of everyone in the barn. Everyone looked at her strangely and then returned to partying, except for Gwen, who appeared by her daughters astonishingly fast. 
“Did I hear you’re staying?”
Laney laughed, “Yep, I don’t know how you heard it over the music, but I am. Has Patrick come back in?”
Her dad spoke up. “I saw him outside with a long line of people waiting to cut down trees.”
[image: image-placeholder]Although the weather was cold outside, Patrick felt a warmth rising in his body when he saw Laney walking out of the barn towards him. He handed a saw to the man at the front of the line, instructing him on its use, and guided him over to the section of trees where he could pick one with his family. 
When the man stepped aside, Patrick saw Laney was carrying a plate of food and cookies that he readily accepted.
“How’s it going?”
“Great!” He stuffed a cookie in his mouth. “By the time I get to the end of this line of people, I think most of the trees will be sold.”
“Amazing! And we still have two weeks left until Christmas!”
Her use of the word “we” warmed Patrick’s heart. He pushed down his nerves about the people around him and pressed his lips to hers. A small cheer erupted from the line, and he felt his cheeks burn. Laney looked down bashfully and whispered in his ear that she’d see him inside later. 
Another group of people walked up to join the line, carrying plates of cookies dripping with icing and singing Frosty the Snowman.
He saw candles tucked in their arms and smiled at the sight of his grandpa’s face staring back at him.




Chapter Nine


Bright light poured through their bedroom window and Laney snuggled up to Patrick’s cozy, muscular arm, thinking about how nice it would be to never get out of bed. 
“Lane! It’s Christmas! Wake up!”
She groaned and refused to open her eyes.
“Come on! If you hadn’t stayed up all night working, you wouldn’t want to stay in bed right now.”
She pursed her lips and scowled, still pressing her eyes closed tightly. “I can never move from this spot. And it doesn’t feel like work, especially when you’re sitting at the desk across from me.” She kissed his arm, and he buried his face in her neck.
“I love you so much,” he whispered in her ear, and she smiled, convinced she had won the battle to never get up.
No such luck. He slid his arm out from under her, and she groaned.
“Come on, sleepyhead. Your parents and our sisters will be here any minute with breakfast.” He pulled her arms gently, and she reluctantly sat up and opened her eyes.
Patrick’s disheveled hair made her heart flutter, and she wrapped her arms around his waist, grazing her lips across his. 
He hopped up, energized with Christmas spirit, kissed her forehead, and tossed her favorite plush robe to her. She caught it and smiled as she realized her future was here and better than she could have ever imagined. 
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