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Dedication

This book is for those who may have lost a loved one during the holiday season.
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Holly Mitchell, a grieving farm girl wants to keep the farm running, but who could she hire to help her? She hadn't dated anyone since she gave Larry Johnson an ultimatum. Could she give him another chance, or would he break his promise to always be there for her?

Larry Johnson wants to have another chance with Holly Mitchell and help her grieve, but how could he if farm life repulses him? But when news from home hits him, he has to make an ultimate sacrifice. Would this be enough to win her back?
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The death of Holly's father had left a big hole in her heart. How could he have died so soon? Her grandfather outlived him. Was that fair? He was the picture of health, her rock, and now he was gone. Doctor Smith assured he would nip cancer in the bud because he ate healthy meals and worked hard on the farm. So, how could he have died? The mystery puzzled her. Did someone on the farm smoke in his presence? Nicotine filled the air, but she assumed one of the hands had snuck a smoke.

Harvest season had ended, and Nate and Truck worked on tractors. They needed to prepare for winter, but could they think about working at a time like this? Didn't his death affect them too?

The repugnant odor of manure nauseated her, and she held her stomach. She lost her appetite.

The front door closed, and Holly's heart took off for the race. Her grandmother walked in unannounced. "You nearly gave me a heart attack," her voice went up a pitch.

"Sorry, dear. I knocked, but you didn't answer." Her gentle voice soothed Holly, and love shone in her gray eyes. Bertha was dressed in her white skirt and light blue long-sleeved blouse. She had loved Holly like a daughter after her mother passed away. She could depend on her grandmother for advice. Would she offer it now?

"How am I going to go on without him, Grandma?" Tears flushed out, and Bertha's loving arms comforted her. "I can't take care of the farm on my own!" She let out an audible breath.

Her grandmother held her close, brushing back the long strands of hair from her face. “Your grandfather will help you plus you still have Nate and Chuck.” Her grandmother stared past her, frowning.

Holly caught her grandmother’s consternation. “What is it?”

“It’s not a good time to tell you.” She looked lovingly at her. “Maybe after the memorial.”

A rush of cold hit Holly. How could she plan for the memorial when she hurt so much? She had forgotten about the memorial, and it would be the week after Christmas. Her father had died at the wrong time of the year, and she wanted to lash out at God for taking him away from her. How could she enjoy Christmas? She wished God would send his angels to comfort. She needed his comfort and she longed for solitude.

Her grandmother seemed to sense her turmoil. “It’s alright, Holly. You leave the planning to your grandfather and me. Try to get some help on the farm. Maybe call upon Larry.”

The suggestion tightened like a wrench around her heart. Larry chose working in the city over farm life. Why would he change now? He had a fork lifter’s job at Hal’s Farm Supplies and Sales. She had to laugh. The saying, once a country boy always a country boy rang true with him. Did he become a modern-day Jonah, running away from what God called him to be? “Yeah, right.” She smirked.

“Don’t discredit what God can do in someone’s heart. Larry will return for it is in his blood.” Her grandmother admonished.

Holly shook her head. It would have been a miracle if he did. She would love to see him help Nate and Chuck on the farm, but would he take over operations?

“If not, your grandfather and I would understand if you decided to sell the farm. It would be too much for you to handle.”

Holly couldn’t breathe. Sell the farm?  Did she hear right? It had been in her family for four generations, yet it made sense. She had no brothers to take over operations. She should have planned for this when the doctor diagnosed her father with lung cancer, but she had faith he would recover.  Her father was the last of the Mitchells.  Even if she married another farmer’s son, she would have to help him.

Yet the suggestion took the air from her lungs.

It would be the end of farming. What else could she do with her life?

Then there was Larry. Wouldn’t he love it?

Lord, I need you here!

“Just pray about it. Think about it.”

Holly nodded. She would pray.
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The clock struck twelve, and Larry's stomach grumbled. He couldn't wait to grab a bite to eat at Nick's Café, across from Hal's Farm Sales and Supplies. Yet, as he headed out the door, his phone vibrated in his pocket. He fished it out, and Bertha's call quickened his pulse. What could she want? Was it about the memorial? "Hello?" he answered.

"Larry, this is Bertha Mitchell. I need to speak to you about something urgent. I hope I am not calling at a bad time." Her urgent voice quickened his heartbeat. What was so important that she needed to talk to him? Could it wait until after work?

"Now?"

"If it's not an inconvenience." Her voice muffled through the gurgling of his stomach.

"I was on my way out to lunch. Maybe after work?"

Bertha sighed. "I suppose that would be okay. Sorry to bother you." Bertha's sad voice weighed on his heart. She had just lost her son. Could he, for once, think about someone else besides his stomach?

"I'll be there as soon as possible, Bertha." He would have to get lunch through the drive-through.

"Come to the farm. You know where it's at."

"I do. See you then." He ended the call, then put the phone back into his pocket.

The two-story white house looked lonely, except for a white sedan parked behind a red pickup truck, and his stomach churned like butter. Holly would be home, and he wasn't sure how she would receive him since she broke up with him. On the other hand, the news of Steve's death broke his heart for Holly, and he wanted to comfort her. So, how could he help? The older Mitchells knew he worked on his father's farm many years ago, but it didn't mean he still does. He worked as a forklift operator alongside a beautiful and simplistic woman.

Did he want to see Holly again? Her quiet and gentle spirit had drawn him to her like a magnet, but her lifestyle repelled him like bug spray. He chuckled. He still loved Holly. Callie couldn't compare to her. Perhaps he could convince Holly to move to town. She would recognize that managing and operating a farm was a man's job. He would try.

He took confident strides towards the steps of the house. A curtain pulled to the side, and he stopped. Holly stared out. Her long blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a look of surprise on her face. The door swung open, and her mouth and eyes looked like a trio of Os. "Hello, Holly."

"What are you doing here?" She stood with her hands on her hips and fire in her eyes.

"I invited him." Her grandmother appeared behind her. "Hello, Larry! Come on in."

Holly stormed up the stairs, and a wave of relief hit him. He didn't want to deal with a spitfire.

"She didn't know?" He followed her into the living room. A photo of Holly and Steve hung above the fireplace, giving Larry a warm feeling. The love that Steve had for his daughter was evident in his eyes. She had something he hadn't with his father.

"Have a seat, and no, but I mentioned you to her." The brown worn recliner on the right filled him with warm memories of their first date. Steve stood up and shook his hands. They were rough as leather from working on the farm, but warmth emanated from his heart, and the love for his daughter radiated in his eyes, just like in the photo.

"What happened between you and Holly?" Bertha took him out of memory lane—an interruption he welcomed.

The question, however, took him off guard. "I beg your pardon?" Larry took a seat on the tan worn couch.

Her warm eyes twinkled. "Steve had such warm regards for you. He had high hopes—well, let's get to the point. As you know, my son passed away two weeks ago. My husband and I are working on the memorial, but Holly is short of help."

His adrenaline flared up. Did she plan this out to hook him up with Holly? The pastor would ask him to share memories, not her grandmother. He gave it a slight nod. "Seeing that there isn't much to do until winter, how is that a problem?"

She continued. "It's not now, but they could use some help with getting things ready for the next season." She paced. "It would just be for a couple of weeks unless Rick, Steve's younger brother, decided not to take over the farm."

The news of the brother had taken flight. He could still work at Hal's Farm Supplies and Sales. He wouldn't have to see Holly. He sat back on the cushioned couch and stretched out his arms. Bertha sat with an expectant look in her eyes. They twinkled like the stars in the sky. "Would you consider?"

"Two weeks?" Why did he ask?

A gasp came from upstairs, and Holly stood with her mouth covered. "You would consider it?" Holly wiped her eyes.

Trapped.

"I... uh." What could he say? Holly heard him, and Bertha looked hopeful. "Do you... want me here?" He covered his face.

She descended the stairs and made eye contact with him. Her eyes flashed lightning. "I double dare you to accept!"

Bertha stood between them like a referee. "Now, Holly. Larry."

"You didn't answer my question." Larry challenged.

Holly looked like a fawn caught in the headlights. Would she answer? "What difference does it make if I do or not? The question is, would you stay or quit?"

"Right now, I would have to give Hal two weeks, so I can't, sorry."

"Figures."

"Perhaps Hal would understand."

Perhaps, but he planned not to leave.

After saying goodbye, he needed a good hose down from the heated discussion. He would go have a beer.
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Holly jutted her chin. Her grandmother should have known he wouldn't help. Thank God there wasn't much to do on the farm. She had no desire or energy to feed animals and take care of the crops. She just wanted to curl up and go to sleep. The heated discussion drained her of the small reserve of energy she had left. Thank God he didn't visit long. Her grandmother infuriated her. What right did she have to invite Larry to her house? She had a mind to tell her grandmother off, but she kept quiet.

Holly caught a whiff of the conversation, and hope bubbled in her chest. Her uncle Rick could help her on the farm. Maybe he would let her stay. He would come through for her and keep it afloat. She wouldn't have to give up unless he wanted her out of the picture. Please tell him to include me, God.

While the men got the equipment ready for the next farming season, Holly's heart yearned for time with God. Could He help her through her grief? The death happened two weeks ago, but it felt like yesterday. Fresh tears fell. Her best friend Beth had helped her draw close to God, but since she and her husband Stan moved to Greece, she stopped. She didn't give God any of the time He deserved.

He deserved it now.

Holly entered her room and closed the door. As she sat on her bed, Alan Jackson's "In the Garden" played on her phone. Beth! Her heart fluttered, and she clicked to answer. "I was just thinking of you!"

Beth giggled. "God prompted on my heart to call you. How are you?"

"Oh, Beth! I miss Pawpaw. I don't know if I can hang on much longer."

"You can, Holly! Draw near to God."

"I was about to when you called."

"Praise God!" Beth's voice rang with joy! "And don't give up on Him either."

A tinge of jealousy threatened to make itself known. Beth had it made. Why did God take both her parents, but Beth still had her mother? Beth had Stanley too. She had no one.

There's still Larry. God whispered.

Holly smirked. Yeah, right. City boy. "Holly?" Beth broke through her thoughts.

"Uh, sorry. Beth, is that why you called? To ask how I am?"

"That and to tell you I am praying for you. Hold onto your faith. Don't let the enemy take it from you." Her voice rose with concern, and Holly's heart warmed. She didn't deserve her friendship.

"I'm trying."

"Let me know when the memorial is, and we will try to be there. Love you, friend."

"Love you too."

After Beth ended the call, a flood of gratitude filled her heart, but a cloud of regret hovered over her. Her call made her afternoon, but she hated herself for letting jealousy win over. God, forgive me.

She took the opportunity to close her eyes and pray. "Lord, I'm sorry for the ugly feelings. Wash me clean, O Lord. Make me white as snow and draw me close to you. I need you."

As she waited, God strengthened her and filled her with His love. "I am here."

"God, my heart aches. I feel so alone."

"You are not alone. I have never left you nor failed you."

"You haven't? But you failed to heal my father."

"Your father didn't have faith."

His words shook her to the core. But didn't he? Wasn't he a believer? He went to church every Sunday! "He had faith in you!" she blurted out.

Silence filled the air. Had God left her to answer for herself? Could she seek out her grandmother for answers?
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