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      Enter the world of Holly Well Springs… where the Christmas spirit lives on.

       

      I hear the water before I ever see the well.

      It’s a sound no one else seems to notice—soft, steady, and impossible to ignore. As a land surveyor, I’ve always trusted facts, history, and the ground beneath my feet. What I’m hearing in Holly Well Springs doesn’t fit any of that.

      The land here remembers things it shouldn’t.

      As I work to assess a forest expansion, I uncover secrets buried far deeper than maps can show—ones tied to a sacred burial ground, a legacy my grandmother never spoke of, and a responsibility I never asked for. The more I learn, the more the town’s magic seems to recognize me… whether I’m ready or not.

      Ben Harper is the one steady thing in all of it. Loving him feels less like falling and more like standing on solid ground for the first time.

      But the truth comes with a cost.

      Accepting what the land is asking of me would mean walking away from the future I planned. Refusing it could mean losing everything this town holds dear—including the magic that keeps it alive.

      Some choices change your path.

      Others decide who you are.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          BEN

        

      

    

    
      I dusted off my hands as I finished stacking the last of the potting soil. The huge bags were heavy, but I loved doing the outdoor work early in the mornings, when the sun was still at a sharp angle that cast long shadows of Christmas trees from the surrounding tree farm, covering the greenhouse area.

      My next chore was splitting some wood we were going to sell for firewood, and I wanted to get that done before the midday sun hit, but Brodie, my boss, had told me that he wanted to talk to me after I finished with the soil, so I decided to make the trek across the greenhouses to see him.

      Working in the ten greenhouses and the huge Christmas tree farm, Fisher Greenhouses & Tree Farm, was one of the best jobs you could have in Holly Well Springs. Brodie Fisher treated me like a member of his family, and caring for all the plants and trees at the top of this mountain was something I loved to do.

      I walked up to his house on the property. While it looked like a rustic country cabin on the outside, inside it was modern and impressive. His grandparents had lived there, and they left it to him because he was the one taking over the greenhouses and tree farm business.

      As I approached, I saw Brodie and his fiancée, Hannah, laughing about something and holding hands. Those two were always doing that, ever since Hannah had come to town as a writer doing a story for a food magazine. They’d hit it off right away, and they’d been inseparable ever since.

      I was glad Brodie had found someone as special as Hannah. A broad smile came to my face as I thought of them getting married in December. It was going to be quite a celebration, and everyone in town would attend. My mind imagined the possibilities. Tracy would have to come home then, wouldn’t she? After all, she was his only sister. Surely, she wouldn’t miss her big brother’s wedding.

      As I thought of Tracy, I could feel my mood lowering and my expression changing. Our relationship had taken a bad turn when she went away to the big city, and she’d been gone a long time now. I knew that she had a sort of calling to go to New York. It was something in her heart that she needed to do. That was why I had said goodbye to her, but every day after that had felt like my own heart was torn to shreds.

      I could have followed her, and most people with any sense may have done just that, but I knew that deep in my soul, I could only survive in a small-town atmosphere. That was just my nature. A big city would have swallowed me whole.

      I knew she was dating someone else now, but I still held out a little hope that she had feelings for me. The last time I saw her, we spoke about it, and I came to terms with their relationship. It made sense in my head, but not in my heart.

      Brodie had a huge smile on his face while he looked at Hannah. It was clear just how happy and content he was with their relationship. I wondered right then if there would ever be a time when someone would smile at me the way he was smiling at her. More importantly, I thought, would someone’s face ever light up when she smiled at me, like Hannah’s was lit up now?

      They were so involved with laughing and smiling that they didn’t notice me until I was almost on Brodie’s doorstep. Hannah noticed me first. “Hey, Ben. You look a little too serious. Come up and join us for a glass of tea.”

      “Thanks, Hannah, but I still have some things to check on before it gets too late.” I turned to Brodie. “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes,” said Brodie. “Sit down and let’s discuss this situation we find ourselves in right now.”

      I knew better than to refuse that invitation, so I climbed the stairs and pulled a chair across the pine decking. I gave a little half-smile at the memory of helping Brodie rebuild his deck. It had been a bit worn down when his grandparents left the property to him, so Brodie and I, along with his younger brother, Evan, milled logs into boards and expanded the existing deck. It had been a lot of work, but the finished product was a work of art, and we had spent that night celebrating a job well done.

      I sat down in the chair just as Hannah placed an ice-cold glass of tea in my hand.

      “This conference couldn’t come at a worse time,” Hannah said.

      Brodie took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know I don’t have to go,” he said, more to Hannah than me, “but I am not trusting your safety in LA to anyone but me.”

      I noticed that Hannah just smiled and squeezed his hand back.

      “Anyway, with the patent for the plant formula being approved, we’re presenting it at the Agriculture Commission National Conference,” Brodie said. “We’re leaving tomorrow and will be back Monday before the June Jamboree begins here in town on Wednesday morning.”

      “That’s not a problem,” I said. “I’ve got everything handled here.”

      He shook his head. “Well, there is one thing. The Forestry Commission is sending an inspector tomorrow from the US Forestry Service to check out the proposed expansion we submitted a few months ago. Everything Dad drew out and Hannah proposed was perfect. The only problem, according to a letter we received yesterday, is that they suspect this area of our land has Indian artifacts buried under it.”

      “Indian artifacts?” I asked in surprise.

      “Yes,” he said. “It seems that many years ago the Assiniboine Indians claimed that edge of our land as part of theirs. They were called Stoneys because their name means ‘those who cook with stones.’”

      “They used a technique called stone boiling,” explained Hannah. “They boiled water using hot rocks.”

      I nodded. “That’s interesting.”

      Hannah smiled and refilled her iced tea, offering the pitcher to Brodie. He held up his hand and took the handle, their smiles widening as their fingers touched.

      “So, what kind of artifacts do they think are there?” I asked.

      Brodie poured more tea in his glass. “The Forestry Commission believes that many of their cooking items are buried throughout that area, which includes part of the western area of our land, right where we want to expand.”

      I sighed. “So, I suppose this whole thing is going to slow down our expansion.”

      “Unfortunately, yes, it is,” he said.

      Brodie and I had been talking about the expansion for a long time, and it was finally looking like we were going to make it happen. The tree farm supplied Christmas trees for everyone in Holly Well Springs, as well as all the Christmas trees we needed throughout the town. That was a high number since we had regular festivals here and celebrated Christmas all year long. Just one festival could require more than a dozen trees in the town square park, plus all the trees that lined Main Street, which was split in the center with a green belt that held a row of trees.

      Keeping up with that demand was tough, especially when land was limited. The extra space was much needed, and anything slowing that project down was also slowing down the production of trees, even with the town’s magic, which seemed to give tree growth an extra boost. That part was especially important for the giant Christmas trees that were the focal point of the town square, which had to be replaced regularly to keep the display fresh.

      “Well, what’s the bad news?” I asked. “How will they find out if there are any artifacts there or not?”

      “They’re sending someone out,” Hannah said. “There’s a lady who’s in charge of this at the US Forestry Service, apparently.”

      “So that’s the problem,” Brodie said. “She’ll be showing up here while Hannah and I are away at the conference. We can’t pass this opportunity to show off Hannah’s plant food, so we’re going to have to leave you in charge of the US Forestry Service person.”

      I groaned and shook my head, rubbing the bridge of my nose. I could already feel a headache coming on. I wasn’t exactly the kind of guy who could wine and dine someone important. I kind of liked to keep to myself since Tracy had left. I was used to just being alone and showing up to work, maybe helping out a little bit if Brodie or someone in town needed something. But socially, I’d pretty much kept to myself for quite a long time now. How was I going to entertain some US Forestry Service woman who was looking for artifacts? I doubted I’d even know what to say to her.

      “She’s going to be landing just as we’re taking off,” said Brodie.

      “What?” I asked.

      I was hoping Brodie and Hannah would at least be here to greet the woman before I had to deal with her.

      “That’s just how it’s working out,” he said. “So, I’ll have to leave this in your hands, Ben, at least for the first four days of it.”

      “Four days?” I asked.

      My headache was now spreading into a knot in my stomach. Logically, I knew that looking for artifacts in a forest would take a while. But my mind had been hoping she’d snap a few photos and leave the same day.

      “How long do you think she’ll be snooping around?” I ask.

      Hannah giggled. “It’s not snooping. She’ll be doing her job searching for artifacts. That’s an important job, and she needs to be thorough.”

      “I suppose,” I said.

      “It would be great if she is gone before we get back,” Brodie said. “But there’s really no way to know until she’s here and gets a look at it.”

      I nodded, and this time I rubbed my temples.

      “Hopefully, she’ll conclude rather quickly that we have the all-clear to start planting trees and building more greenhouses,” Brodie said.

      He looked over at Hannah, and they passed an expression that was a bit more sullen than their laughter and smiles just moments ago.

      “Truthfully, I have a bad feeling about this.” Brodie shook his head.

      “Yeah, so do I,” I said.

      I was talking about much more than the artifacts and the expansion. But I didn’t want to let Brodie and Hannah down.

      “Well, don’t worry too much about it,” I said. “As I said, I will handle it until you come back.”

      “Thanks, Ben,” said Brodie. “I knew we could count on you.”

      “Always,” I said.

      I meant it, even though I wasn’t crazy about the idea of babysitting a woman from the US Forestry Service while she snooped all over the land we wanted to use. Brodie had always been there for me, and I didn’t want this to interfere with their conference.

      Somehow, Hannah had developed a plant food that was nothing short of a miracle. Even the sickest plants seemed to be revived by whatever the mix was that she was using. She never told me how to make it, and even when she applied it, she was a bit secretive, insisting on being alone in the greenhouse. After a course of several days, I’d see amazing results from the plants she had treated.

      “Of course, I will give you some advice to help you handle all this,” said Brodie.

      I looked at him quizzically.

      He just turned to me with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes and said, “Don’t let your temper get the best of you. Oh, and try to act like there is still life in you.”

      Hannah looked at him and shook her head.

      I stood up, thanked Hannah for the tea, and looked at Brodie. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”

      I turned and walked off the deck.
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          KRIS

        

      

    

    
      It was a beautiful morning in Holly Well Springs, the kind of morning when I loved taking a stroll down Main Street. My wife, Christine, had sent me on my way with a lovely breakfast, as always, but the wonderful scents of the shops were calling to me regardless.

      I knew I couldn’t linger long because a more powerful call was pulling me along—I was being summoned by my good friend Sachee, the keeper of the Magic Wishing Well. It was hard to describe the way she communicated with me. It wasn’t a voice in my head but more like a tug on my heart that told me we had much to discuss.

      But I had some time. Being the good friend that she was, I knew that Sachee would never begrudge me a fresh pastry.

      I walked into Sugar Plum Bakery with a smile on my face, and its proprietor, Ms. June, returned the same cheerful greeting.

      “Kris, you’re just in time,” she said. “I saved an apricot kolache for you.”

      The town of Holly Well Springs had been introduced to the delightful Texas treats by Hannah, who had come here on assignment from a food magazine with her charming friend from Texas, Belle. Belle taught Ms. June to make the kolaches, and they became an instant hit.

      “You are such a kind soul,” I said with a chuckle. “Thank you so much.”

      “Nothing but the best for our official Holly Well Springs Santa,” she said.

      “I just look the part,” I said.

      “Mhmm,” she answered.

      I smiled and took the pastry from her, finding a seat by the window where I could sit and enjoy the view. It was much more than a typical weekday in town, with a mix of local folks going about their business and quite a few visitors exploring the town. You could tell the difference, mainly because the visitors were families with children and our local children were still in school until the end of the week. People from all over the country, and sometimes all over the world, would take time off to vacation here, and many places had already released the children for summer break.

      This week, new visitors were arriving every day in anticipation of the coming festival, which would soon pack the streets with excited children and happy adults relaxing and enjoying our year-long Christmas celebrations. It was amazing to see the faces of the children when they got to experience Christmas in summer, and I usually attracted a lot of attention. It would be fair to say that every day was busy for me, but when the town was packed with visitors, I knew I’d be occupied most of the day for several days to come.

      After finishing my pastry, I gave Ms. June a wave and headed straight over to Dasher’s Favorite Soup & Sandwiches, a nearby restaurant with one of the best cups of hot cocoa on the planet. Marjorie knew how to blend the chocolate just right, and she’d top it off with an amazing mix of whipped cream and marshmallows. It was my favorite thing, next to the kolaches, of course.

      I sat down to enjoy it a bit before going on my way. Marjorie always knew everything that was going on in town, sometimes even better than I did, so the morning conversations were always interesting.

      “So, how is our friend Roy holding up?” I asked.

      Marjorie laughed and smiled broadly. “Roy’s taken to putting a rope in front of his beloved parking place.”

      “A rope?” I asked.

      She laughed some more. “You know, those fancy things in front of movie theaters with the red velvet rope and the golden posts?”

      “He didn’t⁠—”

      “Oh, yes, he did,” she said. “It’s completely blocked off, and he guards it well. He’s situated a big black leather recliner right on the porch of his feed shop where he sits just to stare at that parking spot.”

      “Oh, dear,” I said with a laugh.

      She nodded. “It’s that silly, yes. But I have to say, the colors are beautiful and really go with the rest of the decorations. He’s even had some children asking whether this is where they’ll be able to see Santa later.”

      We both burst out laughing even harder.

      Roy was quite an interesting character in our town. The man had a truly generous soul and loved Christmas with all his heart, which was why he stayed in Holly Well Springs all his life. But he never let anyone see that side of him at all. No, he spent his days pretending to complain about people parking in front of his store or children playing too loud in the park across the street, but I knew that deep inside none of that bothered him. It was just his way of being a part of the town. I guessed he figured that if he was the worst thing around, that would keep the town’s happy and playful spirit.

      He was right.

      “I haven’t seen Henry today,” I said after our laughter calmed.

      “Oh, he was sick,” she said.

      I looked at her with a frown.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “It’s nothing serious. His wife insisted on him having their son in charge of the store while he got a little rest. Personally, I think he’s just been overdoing it lately. He helps everyone and never says no.”

      I nodded. “That’s Henry for you. I should go visit him and say hi.”

      “Just don’t let him ask if he can help you with anything,” she said. “His wife has been having quite a time making the man rest.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

      We spoke a while longer until my cup of cocoa was about half empty. Then I bid Marjorie goodbye and finished my walk up to Brodie’s tree farm. It was a wonderful place, even without taking into consideration Sachee’s  Wishing Well. With several greenhouses filled with beautiful plants and flowers and a massive Christmas tree farm that spread the scent of pine through the air, it was always a great place to be in the morning.

      I spotted Brodie, his fiancée, Hannah, and Brodie’s assistant, Ben, sitting on the porch, but they appeared deep in conversation, so I simply gave them a wave before heading down the path toward the Well.

      Most people in town had never seen the real well. Many had spent their whole lives believing that the town had been named after the lovely well in the center of the town square. It was a beautiful place with a large gazebo and plenty of seating, and that well had a charm all its own. But the real magic was here at the Wishing Well, deep within the tree farm.

      I reached the part of the path where thick underbrush seemed to appear out of nowhere, and that was the spot where I made my way through to the beautiful garden on the other side. No matter how many times I visited, I always felt a sense of awe when I stepped into the garden. The thick brush opened into a clearing, with lovely, bright green grass bordered with flowers in every color of the imagination.

      At the very center was the sacred Magic Wishing Well, which was always a wonder to see. It was made of bright white stone and supported by ancient timber in such a way that it looked brand new and incredibly old all at once. It captivated everyone who saw it, especially those who came for its assistance. Most people didn’t even realize they needed help, but the Well always came through, and it was never wrong.

      At night, and whenever someone needed help from the Well, a sparkling glow would come out of the Well, enveloping the flowers and making them bloom even brighter. Right now, everything was calm and serene, including the beautiful creature seated on the bench at the far side of the clearing, next to many of the flowers.

      Sachee was admiring the flowers, her slender fingers running along their tops, causing them to brighten in color with her touch. She wore a silvery gold gown that was very similar to the glow that came from the Well when people were in need. My good friend’s appearance was somewhat mystical, with a look that seemed to be part of the summer breeze itself.

      I sat on the bench closer to the Well and got comfortable while she finished with the flowers. I was enjoying my last few sips of hot cocoa when I heard her footsteps behind me.

      “What a mess we find ourselves in this morning,” I said.

      “It would appear that way, my friend.” Sachee walked around the bench and sat next to me.

      “Nessa is not coping very well with her upcoming reign as the new Keeper of the Well, I see,” I said. “It’s a good thing the higher-ups are being very open-minded about this.”

      Sachee laughed. “Well, since you are the leader of the so-called higher-ups, thank you for being open-minded.”

      I smiled and looked at her. “I’m in no hurry to see you go. And if I have anything to do with it, it will be a long time in coming.”

      Sachee nodded and smiled. “That might happen anyway with how reluctant our Fairy Queen is to take over.”

      “She will make a fine Keeper of the Well when she is ready,” I said. “But I do wish that it didn’t have to happen this way.”

      “I have accepted the responsibility and the sentence that was given to me when I broke the Free Will rule,” Sachee said. “I would make the same decision again to save our Nessa. She will make a powerful Keeper. I have no doubt. She is so young, though, and completely against taking over for me.”

      “Not as young as you were, if I recall,” I said.

      Sachee stood up and walked over to the Well without touching it. We both knew the strength of its power, and even the Keeper of the Well only touched its surface when it was necessary. Her silvery hair blew gently in the breeze, and she looked straight ahead, saying, “That is true. But age means nothing when your heart is shattered by someone you love and trust. This was the ideal place for me, and I thank you for giving me the opportunity to help others mend their hearts here at the Well.”

      I set down my empty cocoa mug and got up, walking over to stand beside her. “But you have never mended your own, my friend. This is a perfect example of, ‘Do as I say, not as I do.’”

      Sachee shook her head. “This conversation is best left for never. We have more pressing things coming our way. The June Jamboree is a huge event for our town.”

      I gave her a half-smile at her change of subject. I knew that someday we would have the conversation, but she was right. It was best left for another day. “Yes, it’s a little under a week away and already the streets are full. It’s a magical time for sure. The start of summer vacation for everyone means that spirits are high and happy. It is like having fireworks all month long.”

      “Are you concerned at all about Katrina coming tomorrow?” she asked.

      At that, I had to chuckle, knowing Katrina’s personality and what her visit would mean for one of our town’s most gentle and generous souls. “Concerned might be an understatement.”

      Sachee smiled.

      “Holly Well Springs is busy every day of the year with Christmas, but June Jamboree is one of our busier festivals, packed full of people on summer vacation,” I said. “I’ll be extremely busy.”

      Sachee asked, “Should I put a protection over the land she will be inspecting?”

      I looked at Sachee and smiled. “It didn’t work out so well for you last time you meddled in Free Will, so I will advise against it. Do what you do best, Sachee.”

      Sachee just smiled. “We definitely have our work cut out for us this time.”

      We both turned our eyes onto the beauty of the Well.
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          KATRINA

        

      

    

    
      I sighed and took one last look around the room to see if there was anything I’d forgotten to pack. There was so much going through my mind, I was sure I’d forget something important.

      I’d spent half the night absorbed in my books, trying to learn as much information as I could about the Assiniboine people and their stone cooking techniques. So much more could be discovered if I found any artifacts in the area I was about to survey. I wasn’t a specialist in the exact tribe, but I was an expert in Native American artifacts in general, and it fascinated me to do a deep dive into their culture. It was hard to put the books down.

      All this resulted in a very sore neck from bending over my desk most of the night downing more cups of tea than I could count, which also accounted for my droopy eyelids this morning from lack of sleep. I groaned as I headed to the bathroom for a quick shower. The warm water got my blood pumping a bit better, and I parked myself, complete with towel wrapped over my head, in front of the vanity to try to salvage my face so I’d be decent enough to be seen in a public airport.

      I wasn’t much for makeup, but traveling was an exception. As a member of the US Forestry Service, I preferred the natural look while traipsing through the most remote areas of the forest. The great outdoors was my life. I loved being surrounded by trees and plants, out in nature away from the noise, where one could hear themselves think. It was an exhilarating experience, and being able to do that every day made my work a dream job.

      And now, this new emergency assignment was pulling me away from a crucial project, and I felt like I’d be wasting my time when I should be getting ready to present my findings for the research I was doing here at home. I simply didn’t have time to fly across the country, even though I had to admit that the assignment intrigued me.

      I made one final inventory of all the clothes I would have to bring, then went through my equipment bag to be sure I didn’t forget anything. I looked in the mirror, satisfied that I’d done what I could to hide the bags under my eyes so that I’d be presentable at the airport. I could sleep on the plane, after all, and I’d be rested up by the time I got to, of all places, Holly Well Springs. The irony of traveling to a place with that name when I lived and worked in Holly Springs National Park wasn’t lost on me.

      The mouth-watering scent of Dad’s famous fried potatoes floated through the air, and my stomach growled in response. Dad always cooked us breakfast. He loved the great outdoors as much as I did, and he lived here with me within the National Forest where I worked. Ever since Mom had left when I was ten, we’d been very close.

      I headed out to the kitchen, where Dad was scooping out the fried potatoes along with the rest of the breakfast.

      “You knew that would draw me out here, didn’t you?” I asked.

      “It always works,” he said. “Are you all packed and ready?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I really wish I didn’t have to go.  I am trying to finish up a major project at work, and now this trip is going to set me back a few days.”

      I sat down and practically salivated at the full plate in front of me. It had been a while since I’d eaten, given how focused I’d been on work the day before.

      “Thanks for breakfast, Dad,” I said. “I’m going to miss your cooking when I’m away.”

      “I’m sure they have some great restaurants where you’re going,” he said. “And don’t worry about your other work. It’ll be here when you get back.”

      “I suppose so,” I said. “But I still wish I could spend the time here getting my real work into better shape.”

      “You know what I always say about work?” he asked.

      I laughed. “Yes, Dad. ‘If the boss sends you, it’s your job.’ And I’m excited about this project. I really am. It’s just that I have so much to do here.”

      Dad chuckled back. “Well, your boss in Washington feels like you’re the perfect person to check this out, especially after your discovery here at Holly Springs National Park. Looks like your artifact find here is making national news, and people are waiting for the museum opening in Washington, DC.”

      “I’m pretty excited about that myself,” I said. “I worked hard to get all these artifacts catalogued, and I still have a lot of work to do.”

      He nodded and smiled at the way I inhaled his fried potatoes. He’d taught me how to make them, with a smattering of onions and garlic all chopped just so, but I’d never quite been able to make them come out quite as good as his, and I was never sure why.

      He set down his fork and took a drink of orange juice. “Oh, I almost forgot. Your mother called last night and wants to have dinner with you when you get back. She said you weren’t answering her calls.”

      I shook my head and finished my bite of food. “To quote one of Mother’s famous lines, ‘I am just so swamped with work right now, I can’t get away.’ A little of her own medicine might make her realize she has a daughter. Not that it really matters anymore—I’m a grown woman, not a little kid crying for her mommy to come home.”

      He nodded. There really wasn’t anything he could say in response. That was Mom for you.

      “Let’s just finish up this amazing breakfast you made before we leave for the airport, Dad,” I said.

      He smiled. “Of course. Why don’t you tell me a little about this new project you’re being sent on?”

      I’d almost finished my own breakfast, and Dad continued to eat while I explained my trip. “Well, the town sounds interesting. It’s called Holly Well Springs, and it’s located in a valley between two huge mountains in Montana. The fascinating thing about it is that they celebrate Christmas all year round.”

      Dad’s eyebrows shot up, but before he could comment, I continued, “I’m not sure how that works, but I am curious to find out.”

      He smiled and finished a bite of food. “Well, you’ve always loved Christmas.”

      “Yes, I have,” I said. “I’m not sure about all year though.”

      “That would be different,” he said.

      I nodded. “Everything in the town is Christmas. I’ve been looking at the town’s website. They have stores like Sugar Plum Bakery, Star Bright General Store, Sleigh & Stay Hotel, Fisher Greenhouses & Tree Farm, Dasher’s Favorite Soup & Sandwiches, and Mrs. Claus’s Fine Dining, which is inside the hotel. I’ll be staying there, at the Sleigh & Stay Hotel, while I’m in town.”

      “That definitely sounds intriguing,” he said. “What is your assignment there?”

      I finished up my last bites before I continued. “Well, the Fisher family owns a lot of the town. The parents own and run the hotel and Mrs. Claus’s Fine Dining. The second son is the police chief in the town. They have one daughter, but according to my research, she’s in New York doing an internship right now.”

      “That’s a big change from a small town in Montana,” he said.

      “Yes,” I said. “I wonder what made her go to such a huge city, of all places? It’s much nicer in a small town where it’s quiet. If I were her, I would have stayed in Holly Well Springs.”

      Dad shrugged and fiddled with his orange juice glass, spinning it mindlessly with his fingers. “Everyone is different, Katrina. People need to go where their heart takes them.”

      “I suppose,” I said. “And you’re talking about Mom now, right?”

      He looked up at me. “The quiet life just wasn’t for her. She had to choose what was right for her life. I’ve always tried to teach you that.”

      “And what’s right for me is right here,” I said. “I love being out in nature. I can’t think of a place I’d rather live than right here.”

      Dad nodded. “I think it’s a wonderful place as well. Now, tell me more about that assignment.”

      I smiled. “Well, Brodie, the oldest son, inherited the Fisher Greenhouses & Tree Farm from his grandparents. They supply all the trees and flowers needed year-round for the town celebrations. They put in a request to add to the tree farm and put up more greenhouses. Normally that doesn’t come to the Forestry Commission, but since five acres of his property sit on an Indian reserve, it had to be cleared through the Commission.”

      “That makes sense,” Dad said.

      “The director knew of the work I’m doing here in Mississippi and thought I would be a good choice to go and check this out. I tried to get out of it by telling him I needed to finish this up here, but he insisted.”

      “It sounds like a lovely town,” he said. “Maybe you can relax a few days and just enjoy some downtime there in Montana.”

      “Yes, it does sound nice,” I said. “And I’d love some downtime, but I’m just so busy. I’ll have a lot of work to do while I’m there anyway.”

      “I know, dear, but try to enjoy yourself a little,” he said. “I’m sure that a town with all that Christmas going on would have some really great events.”

      “I will,” I said. “But the opening at the museum in Washington is only one week away, Dad. That doesn’t give me much time to rest.”

      “I’m sure there will be plenty of time,” Dad said. “I really want you to try to enjoy this trip.”

      I shook my head. “It’s just a work trip. The only thing that might come out of it is if I make another big artifact discovery like I did here in the park. That would actually be incredible, come to think of it.”

      “See? It’ll be a great trip for you.”

      “Oh, Dad, you’re silly,” I said. “All I’m going to do is help a guy get some land to extend his tree farm, then I’ll be right back here for the opening. I’m so excited to reveal the findings.”

      “I’m excited to watch that,” he said.

      “Not to mention that I spent a fortune on that dress, so I don’t want to waste it,” I said.

      I loved the dress I’d picked out for the formal event. Living out here in the National Forest, there wasn’t exactly any reason to get dressed up fancy. Normally, that wasn’t my thing anyway. I preferred my jeans and T-shirts or the US Forestry Service shirts and pants I wore on the job. That was just more practical for the outdoors that I loved.

      But once in a while, it was fun to dress up in something nice, and I’d bought a gorgeous blue dress in the city that fit me perfectly.

      “Oh, Dad, you did remember to rent your tux for the event, right?” I asked.

      He laughed. “Do you think I would miss having my tux ready for an important event for my little girl?”

      “No, but I just wanted to be sure you didn’t forget,” I said.

      “I remembered, sweetheart,” he said. “It’s in my closet, safely protected from the dust with a thick plastic bag around it.”

      “Perfect,” I said.

      “And you have the tickets and hotel information, I believe,” he said.

      “Yes,” I said. “The company made plane and hotel reservations for us. I have all that in my room, in the top drawer of my desk. Dad, do you think Mom will show up?”

      “Well, if it puts her in the spotlight, I’m sure she will be there,” he said.

      I frowned. “That’s what I am afraid of. I need to leave for the airport, Dad.”
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