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Chapter One
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“The odds of buying a tree while remaining in this car are slim to none.” 

Instead of answering, Isabella avoided meeting her brother’s eyes and stared across the street at the brightly lit Christmas tree lot. If only she could feel Daniel’s equal level of enthusiasm, but since their father’s death, Christmas hadn’t held the same excitement it had back when he had brought her and Daniel to this lot to buy a Christmas tree. 

With tears threatening to brim over, Isabella fiddled with the heater control knobs. She didn’t want Daniel to see how the thought of coming back here without their father had upset her. It was a relief to see Daniel regain his passion for Christmas, so the last thing she wanted was to somehow dampen it. 

Once the heat could be turned no higher, she snuggled deeper into her fleece jacket. 

Strangely enough, her voice sounded almost cheerful when she finally answered. “That’s true, but the odds of us staying warm are more in our favor if we stay right where we are.”

She glanced out the window again. “Look at that snow coming down.”

As if even the weather was against her, only a couple of flakes drifted by and settled onto the hood of the car.

Isabella closed her eyes and prayed for an ice storm or a blizzard to hit them before they had to get out. She took heart when a gust of wind shook the car and decided that could be a sign it might happen. Unfortunately, when she opened her eyes, there weren’t any snowflakes to be seen anywhere.

“Anyway. A snowstorm could hit while we are out there shopping, so we should probably go home before the roads become impassable.”

Instead of giving in, Daniel slid his hand under the door handle and cracked his door open an inch. “Come on now. I don’t remember you being such a whiner. Where is your adventurous spirit and pluck?” 

He climbed out but stuck his head back in. “You promised me that we could put up a tree and decorate the house like Dad used to do. We can’t skip it again this year too.”

Isabella slipped her gloves on with more force than necessary. “Just so you know, I left my pluck in my other jacket.” She made certain her scarf was snug before she slid out of the passenger side. It took all her willpower to not to slam the door.

“Fine. I did make you a promise, so let’s go and get this over with. I’m warning you right now that the tree doesn’t have to be perfect. Any one of them will do. See.”

She pointed to the only thing not covered by her scarf. “Ice crystals are already forming on my eyelashes as we speak.”

He waved a hand cheerfully in her direction. “Don’t talk such nonsense. You haven’t been out of the car long enough for ice crystals to form anywhere on your body. And just so we are clear, it really does have to be the best tree on the lot.”

Isabella stomped around to the end of the car, muttering the entire time. “I know from years of experience exactly what that means. You are like Dad. You’ll check every tree from top to bottom and find something wrong with all of them.”

The moment she was close enough, Daniel grabbed the sleeve of her coat and hurried them both out into the oncoming traffic. 

Isabella muttered a quick prayer and closed her eyes, so if they were hit by a car, she wouldn’t know it until the bright light took her off to the other side. It was only after Daniel slowed his pace and the sounds of cars honking died away did Isabella dare to open her eyes again. 

She slapped his arm. “What’s wrong with you? We could have been killed.”

“But you weren’t, were you?” He nodded toward the endless rows of trees. “And just so you know, I’ll look until the perfect tree speaks to me.” 

All the other sounds muted, and for a moment, she couldn’t breathe. How many times had their father said that same thing? He would bring them to this tree lot and search for his perfect Christmas tree. Once he began his search, he would become tone-deaf to their peevish whining. If they were lucky, he might pause his search long enough to buy them cookies and cups of hot chocolate and then begin his search anew. 

Isabella hadn’t known it then how precious those memories would become. She had never understood what it was her father thought made a perfect tree. To her, each tree had always looked exactly like the next one. But year after year, her father would examine each tree and each branch for any signs of imperfection. 

The three of them would stand there out in the freezing cold while their dad proclaimed one tree too short and the next too tall. One tree would be too skinny and the one next to it would have too many branches. 

By some miracle, though, long after she and Daniel had given up hope of ever leaving the tree lot, their father would unexpectedly stand stock-still in total awe of a tree and declare it to be the one.

How Isabella wished she could once again see her father’s look of awe. How she wished she could go back in time and cherish that search for his perfect tree. She wished she had been the ideal daughter he had deserved, because he had been the best father.

So maybe she could still be a decent sister and let Daniel enjoy the search for his perfect tree. 

Somehow, Isabella managed to find the will to smile. She nodded at the brightly decorated concession stand. “If we are going to spend most of the night out here, at least have the decency to buy something hot to keep me warm.”

Daniel appeared surprised by the change in her sour mood, but without missing a beat, he changed direction toward the snack booth. “Now that’s the spirit.”

To keep him from thinking she was giving in too easily, Isabella added, “But I’m giving you fair warning that if any of my toes or ears get frostbitten, I’m sending you all of my medical bills.”

“That’s my big sister. Is there anything else you would like to add to your list? So far, we have hot chocolate and medical bills. Would you like cake and new gloves while you’re negotiating?’ 

They stopped and faced each other, letting the other customers find a way around them. For the first time in a long time, a tiny spark of Christmas spirit stirred. 

“You’ll be the first to know. I’m keeping all my options open. I’ll add things as we go along.” She smiled at a passing family of four. The sight of the father holding the youngest girl’s hand threatened to weaken her resolve to not spoil Daniel’s night, so she glanced over at the brightly lit concession stand again. 

“We might as well get started. I want whipped cream on top of my hot chocolate. “ 

She tugged on Daniel’s jacket sleeve to make certain she had his full attention. “And a sugar cookie.”

Daniel grinned. “And the list grows. I’m thinking I should have left you in the car.” 

When she turned as if to head back to the car, Daniel grabbed her coat sleeve again. “Hey. Not so fast.”

He yanked his knit cap back further over his ears and rolled his eyes. “Fine. I just hope I brought my wallet.”

Just for spite, she took another step toward the car. It was hard not to laugh when he gripped the sleeve of her coat tighter. 

Isabella frowned when Daniel patted his back pocket. “We’ll have none of that. I know what your plan is. You made me come out in these freezing temps, when I could have been home watching all my favorite shows in our nice warm house. Now you’ll have the nerve to pretend you left your wallet at home, so I’ll have to pay.” 

She crossed her arms. “I want to see your wallet and I want to see it now.”

He reached into his back pocket, pulled out his wallet and then waved it under her nose. “See, and it’s full of money.”

Just to be annoying, Isabella snatched it. “I don’t believe you.”

Daniel stole it back and opened it to prove to her it really had something in it.

“They are probably all ones.”

He slid the wallet back into his pocket. “You’ll have to stay until the end to find out.”

Isabella huffed. “If you are so rich, later you can stop and pick us up a pizza for supper.” 

“I had no idea this outing was going to be so expensive.” 

She giggled. “Live and learn.”

They once again made their way over toward the concession stand and stopped at the open window.

Daniel turned to Isabella. “Will hot chocolate and a cookie hold you over until we get the pizza, or do I need to add a muffin to your order?”

Isabella squealed as if no one around them could hear her acting like a three-year-old. “They have muffins? Yes. I definitely need a chocolate chip muffin.”

He dropped his chin to his chest. “Figures. I should have kept my big mouth shut.”

Daniel stepped up to the counter. “Two hot chocolates, two sugar cookies and a chocolate chip muffin for my greedy sister.”

Isabella elbowed him. “Don’t be so rude. Remember, you’re out in public.”

He laughed but then looked serious. “You sounded just like Dad then.”

Isabella drew in her breath and struggled to contain her emotions. 

Fortunately, before either of them grew too serious, Daniel nudged her. 

“Look behind you. We’ve been so annoying, there’s Santa Claus looking as if he might be thinking about adding us to the naughty list.”

She turned just in time to see a badly dressed man grab on to the waist of his pants and pull them up.

Isabella whispered, “We’ve been on the naughty list before. So it’s your fault if we don’t get any gifts this year, because up until now, I’ve been exceptionally good. But I’m not too worried; he doesn’t really look like he has the power to put us on any list. Santa wouldn’t hire that guy as a elf, much less allow him to be the real deal.” 

She glanced around to make certain there weren’t any children milling around before she added, “I’m almost certain they just put a Santa suit on a homeless man.”

He lowered his voice to match hers. “Isn’t Santa supposed to be all fat and jolly? And look at his face. He really looks as if he’d rather be anywhere but here.”

She chuckled. “The real Santa? Really? Are you two?”

The man in question pulled up his pants again and then reached underneath his beard to scratch his chin. 

“Maybe he left his padding at home with Mrs. Claus.” Isabella nudged Daniel so he would see the lady behind the counter had set their hot chocolate on the counter for them. “Let’s leave Santa in peace and pay the lady.”

Daniel placed a twenty in the woman’s waiting hand and then threw the spare change in the tip jar. He handed Isabella her snacks and took a long sip.

He eyed the Santa over the cup. “Of course, he’s not the real Santa, but he looks so familiar.” He unwrapped his cookie and took a bite. “Nah. It can’t be anyone I know.”

Isabella took a bite out of her cookie and said in between chews, “I wish you would quit saying ‘the real Santa.’ It makes me worry about your sanity.”

Daniel replied through cookie crumb, “Who are you kidding? You were worried about my sanity long before tonight.”

She shook her head. “Exactly.”
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Ian straightened the gray-streaked beard and mentally ticked off the things he could do to his baby brother to get back at him for the night’s entire fiasco. Ian wouldn’t have been in the flea-infested suit if Tom hadn’t shown up at the last-minute needing him to take his place as Santa. 

And what a joke that had turned out to be. Ian wondered if his face was covered in welts. He had done nothing but scratch his chin ever since putting it on. The Santa pants had been almost impossible to keep up. 

To put a cherry on top of Ian’s disastrous night, the manager had fired him in front of at least fifty people. The whole stinking affair had been so embarrassing. All he had wanted to do was help Tom out and raise some money for the children’s hospital but instead had made several kids cry and parents angry.

First thing Monday morning, Ian was either going to kill Tom or fire him. It just really all depended on whether Ian had gotten lice from the filth-covered Santa hat. 

Ian couldn’t wait to strip off and dispose of the nasty collection of rags, dirt, and bugs. It was going to take at least a thirty-minute scalding shower to make certain nothing from the suit lingered after this outing. It also might not be a bad idea to hose out the inside of his truck as soon as possible. 

Now all Ian had to do was somehow make it back to his truck before he made anyone else cry. On his way across the lot, he pretended not to see the evil stares shot at him. Not one child had been tricked into believing him to be the real Santa, or for that matter, Santa’s brother, cousin, or nephew. They might have, if Ian hadn’t looked more like a homeless man than Jolly Old Saint Nick. 

A family with three small children hurried by Ian and the father of the group hissed, “You should be ashamed of yourself.” 

Instead of replying, Ian snorted out a white mist of warm air into the freezing night air. After all, what could he say? It was all true. He should be ashamed. The Santa suit was filthy from its crusted old collar to the matted fur around its sleeves. 

The irate parent must have heard Ian’s snort because he glared over his shoulder. Fortunately, the man continued toward the parking lot with his family instead of confronting Ian again. 

“I need to make it to my truck before some angry dad punches my lights out.”

Ian crammed his hands into the suit’s pockets, hoping to hide the dirty cuffs. Unfortunately, the moment he turned loose of the waist of the pants, they slipped and almost fell again. Why hadn’t Tom given him the padding that went along with the Santa suit?

After such a horrible night, the last thing Ian needed to finish the night off with a bang was to be arrested for indecent exposure. He fiddled with the string and pulled it until the pants felt a little tighter around his waist. 

“Look, Mommy! There’s Santa.”

The little girl waved at Ian, so he smiled and waved back. Just as he thought his night was starting to look up, the moment the child’s mother took a good look at Ian, she yanked the girl’s hand and forced her into the opposite direction.

Well, at least the little girl hadn’t burst out in tears like the others. There had been so many tantrums thrown, the man who owned the tree lot had finally demanded that Ian leave before he called the cops. It was almost impossible to know whether to be insulted or relieved to be sacked from a job he never wanted in the first place. He blamed Tom for the whole ugly mess. It was just like his baby brother to volunteer to do something and then back out at the last minute.

Ian scanned the crowd to be certain no one had seen him tying his pants just in time to lock eyes with his young accountant, Daniel Walsh.

Why did it have to be someone from the office?

Just as Ian was hoping Daniel wouldn’t recognize him, Daniel smiled.

Yep. I’ll be hearing about this on Monday morning.

Ian pulled at his beard and then headed over to begin the damage control. It wasn’t easy looking dignified while holding on to his waistband. 

“Walsh, you picked a cold night to come out and buy a Christmas tree.”

The moment Ian spoke, he realized Daniel had no idea who he was. He should have remembered Daniel smiled at everyone.

Ian leaned in so none of the young children would hear. “It’s me, Ian Beck.”

Daniel gave Ian a complete toe-to-head inspection before his always present smile returned. “Mr. Beck. I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize you with, uh...” he looked at the ground before meeting Ian’s eyes again, “with that beard on.”

The young man slipped a half-eaten cookie onto the lid of his hot beverage cup. He wiped off stray cookies crumbs onto his jacket before offering his hand to Ian. 

Amid shaking hands, Daniel nodded to the young woman next to him. “This is my sister, Isabella.” 

He then turned to his sister. “This is the CEO of Beck Enterprises, Ian Beck.”

Ian released Daniel’s hand and turned his full attention to the sister. “It’s nice meeting you, Isabella. Daniel talks about you all the time. So, you’re the famous author Daniel brags so much about. Though I don’t believe he ever mentioned the genre you write in.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





