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          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      “Mommy, do you see the lights?” Addy asked as she opened the door of the SUV and hopped out.

      My heart stutter-stepped because the handsome landscaper I’d seen around the neighborhood was hanging Christmas lights on my porch.

      “I sure did.” Other than the occasional chin lift or head nod, he’d never said anything to me.

      Addy tugged her hand from mine and ran up to him. “You put up the lights like I asked.”

      He wore his signature baseball cap low on his forehead, a T-shirt stretched taut across his chest and biceps, worn jeans, and work boots.

      “You asked him to do this?”

      Addy gestured down the street. “The rest of the houses on the street are decorated. I asked Knox to make ours match.”

      “Mr. Knox does this as a service. People pay him to decorate. You can’t ask people to do things for free.”

      Knox stepped closer to us and lowered his voice. “I wanted to do this for you.”

      Something about the intensity in his eyes and his words had my heart pounding for a different reason. “I’m so sorry about this. I’ll talk to her.”

      “Please accept the lights. It makes her happy, and I wanted to do this for you.” Knox gestured in the direction of his crew. “My family wanted to do this for you.”

      For the first time, I took in the rest of the crowd. There were three other men who were similar in stature to Knox, with dark hair, and a woman. I wondered if these were his siblings.

      “See, Mommy? Knox had fun putting up our lights.”

      A chuckle erupted through the crowd.

      When it quieted, I said, keeping my gaze on his family, “I can’t thank you enough for doing this for us.”

      Knox touched my elbow, sending my pulse racing, and guided me to the porch, where everyone stood. “These are my brothers, Talon, Heath, and Emmett, and this is Emmett’s girlfriend, Ireland.”

      Talon crouched down to Addy’s level, talking to her about the wire decoration in the shape of a present propped next to the steps. I think he was explaining how he’d made it, but I couldn’t concentrate.

      Emmett and Ireland said their goodbyes to Knox, and I managed a stiff smile.

      When it was just me and Knox, I turned to face him. “Thank you for doing this, but⁠—”

      Knox held up his hand. “I don’t expect you to pay me or give me anything in return.”

      “I don’t understand why you did it. Were the neighbors giving you a hard time because I was the lone holdout for the holiday decorations?” I crossed my arms over my chest, trying not to feel less than because I was a single parent and didn’t have a partner to help with these kinds of things.

      There was a fierce holiday decorating contest in the neighborhood. I couldn’t hope to compare, so I hadn’t even bothered putting up our meager decorations.

      “Addy asked me to make your house look the same, and I said I would,” Knox said carefully.

      I nodded. “She’s hard to resist.”

      For the first time, Knox’s lips twitched. “I’d probably give her whatever she wanted.” Then he rushed to add, “Please don’t tell her I said that. I’ll be in trouble.”

      I smiled, lowering my arms to my sides. “I won’t.”

      Knox stepped back, gesturing to the porch. “We hung lights on the roof and twisted lights around the garland on the railing and columns. Then Talon made the present to give your house that extra something. You probably won’t win any contests with this.” Knox gazed out over the neighborhood, where each house had blow-ups of Santa, Frosty, and Rudolph on their lawns and roofs, in addition to the lights.

      I rested my hand on his forearm, where his flannel shirt had been rolled up to expose his skin. “I really appreciate it. Sometimes I feel like I’m failing at this parenting gig. Between work and activities at school, I feel like I’m always behind.”

      Knox’s face filled with understanding. “I didn’t mean to make you feel that way.”

      I shook my head. “You didn’t.”

      He nodded toward Addy. “I wanted to make her smile.”

      “I was worried she was bothering you when you worked on the neighbor’s lawn.” A couple of weeks ago, Addy was home with a day off from school, and Knox was next door, working on flower beds along the fence line. Addy talked to him through the fence, but I didn’t say anything because it was only for a few minutes.

      “Talking to her was the highlight of my day.”

      That made me pause because Addy’s father went months without seeing her, and he never said he missed her and wanted to see her. But this man, a stranger to us, enjoyed her company. “Ever since she was a baby, I called her my sunshine because she brightens everything around her.”

      Knox nodded. “I think so, too.”

      I blinked away the unexpected sting of tears, unsure how to deal with this unexpected kindness and revelation.

      The rest of his brothers said their goodbyes, and I thanked them for their help.

      When they were gone, Addy asked Knox, “Would you like some hot chocolate?”

      “I’m sure Knox has other places he needs to be.” He could have someone waiting for him at home, or maybe even a date. Just because my life was ruled by the elementary school schedule didn’t mean this man didn’t have a life.

      “I’d love some,” Knox surprised me by saying.

      “See, Mommy?”

      I unlocked the door, and Addy stepped inside.

      I hung back for a second to talk to him. “Seriously, you don’t have to hang out with us. I’m sure you’re busy.”

      “I don’t have anywhere else to be. I’d love to spend more time with Addy and you.”

      My cheeks heated. I’d secretly crushed on him when he was a nameless man who worked on various yards in the neighborhood. It was safe to have naughty thoughts about the way his muscles stretched the cotton of his T-shirt. I never thought I’d talk to him or that he’d be walking inside my house.

      I followed him into the kitchen and pulled out the ingredients for hot chocolate. Addy piled toppings on the kitchen table, mini marshmallows, and candy cane shavings, and she grabbed the whipped cream from the fridge.

      I heated the milk on the stove while Addy explained her favorite choices for toppings.

      “I’ll have to try that,” Knox said, his deep voice resonating around the small space. I couldn’t remember the last time I had a man in the house who wasn’t my father.

      When my ex, Gary, visited, he met Addy outside by his car and took her out for dinner or to the playground. He never came inside. He sent a check for child support every month but never asked how we were doing or if we needed any help or anything else. But then again, I wasn’t his concern, and he’d done his duty if he paid the child support.

      “Do you have a Christmas tree yet?” Knox asked Addy.

      Addy frowned. “Not yet. Mommy said we’ll go to the lot when we have time.”

      My heart pinched. There never seemed to be enough time. I was always putting her off about something. Then there was the issue of how I’d get a real tree into the house. “We have a fake tree we could put up.”

      Knox rested his palm against his chest. “First you said you were getting a tree from a lot, and then you said you had a fake tree. I can’t believe you’d say that to me.”

      My forehead wrinkled. “Why?”

      “My family owns Monroe Christmas Tree Farm.”

      “I didn’t realize,” I said at the same time as Addy gushed, “You own a Christmas tree farm?”

      “My family does. My brothers and I run it with our mother.” A hint of sadness raced across his expression, but it was gone before I could even register what it was about.

      “Will you take me there?” Addy asked.

      Knox chuckled. “I’d love to. I can help you cut down a real tree.”

      Addy’s eyes widened comically. “Mommy, please?”

      The trees on the lot were expensive. I couldn’t imagine what they’d be if we cut down a fresh one. “I don’t want to take up too much of Knox’s time, sweetie.”

      “We’re busy this time of the year, but I can make time for you. I wouldn’t want you to suffer without a tree. Why don’t you come before opening on Saturday, and I’ll help you out?”

      I waved a hand at him, still uncertain how I’d pay for it. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Let me do this as my treat for you two. I can’t let you put up a fake tree.” He shuddered as if the idea was distasteful to him.

      Addy giggled.

      He’d put me in a position where I couldn’t say no, and I was curious about what it would be like to have a real tree.

      “I’ll bring it by after close on Saturday and help you put it up. Do you have a tree stand?” He looked around as if I kept one in the corner for him to drop by and offer his help.

      “I do have one.”

      “Will you help us decorate it, too?” Addy asked.

      Before I could say no to that suggestion, Knox rushed to say, “I’d love to.”

      I bit my lip, not wanting to remind Addy in front of Knox to not invite people to do things without asking me first. We needed to have a conversation when Knox wasn’t standing in front of us, looking too good to be true.

      His navy cap read University of Colorado. I pointed to it. “Is that where you went to school?”

      Knox took off his hat and ran a hand through his short hair. “That’s right. I worked for an architectural firm before I returned home to help on the farm.”

      His face was pinched, and I wondered if there was a story behind his moving back. He hadn’t mentioned his dad, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t around.

      I mixed the cocoa into the steamed milk and poured the liquid into three mugs. In the spirit of the holiday, I used the ones from the movie Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.

      “What would you like in your hot cocoa?” Addy knelt on the bench seat at the table and used a spoon to lift the mini marshmallows into her Rudolph mug.

      “The works.”

      Knox could easily have told her he’d do it himself, and I appreciated that he allowed Addy to do it. He seemed to be at ease around her. “You seem good with kids.”

      Knox glanced up at me as Addy dropped the candy cane shavings into his mug. “I have a niece, Ember, who’s in the same grade as Addy. That’s how I knew you’d be out tonight. I wanted to surprise you.”

      I was so surprised by his admission I couldn’t form a response at first.

      “I know Ember. She’s in my class and in the play at school,” Addy said as she dropped marshmallows into my Santa mug.

      “She told me an Addy was in her class, and I put it together. You have a unique name.”

      “So does Ember,” I said.

      “She’s the light that keeps our family burning bright.” Knox shrugged. “That’s what my brother, her father Sebastian, always says.”

      “I love that.” Her name had meaning, and it was eerily similar to my description of Addy.

      “She’s the only kid in the family, and we spoil her.”

      I smiled, imagining the brothers who were on my porch smitten by a little girl. “I can imagine.”

      “Thanks for the hot chocolate,” Knox said when Addy pushed the Abominable Snow Monster mug in his direction.

      “You have to taste it,” Addy said pointedly, and Knox dutifully lifted the mug to take a sip.

      “Mmm. It’s delicious.”

      “Mommy always makes the real kind. Not instant.”

      “It’s good,” Knox said with a wink in my direction, which heated my entire body.

      I shrugged off the cardigan I wore and filled a glass with ice water. I needed to cool down fast.

      Addy frowned. “You don’t want hot chocolate?”

      “I’m just really thirsty.”

      Thankfully, Addy accepted my explanation.

      I avoided Knox’s gaze. He was young and most likely single, or at least not looking for a relationship with a single mother. I worked from home and, in general, felt frumpy. I wasn’t old, but I didn’t go out to the bars or hang out with girlfriends. I was more concerned about homework and soccer practice than going out and meeting anyone.

      Addy stirred her hot chocolate with a spoon and drank from the mug. The liquid spilled onto the table and her shirt.

      Before I could move, Knox grabbed a paper towel from the roll on the counter and mopped up the mess. “Don’t want you to get it on your sleeve.”

      “Thanks, Knox,” Addy said to him, and Knox’s entire body relaxed. His lips stretched into a smile. “You’re welcome.”

      I’d never seen another man interact with Addy like this. No one besides my father. It was heartwarming.

      “Would you help me with a puzzle?” Addy scrambled off the bench and headed toward the living room without waiting for Knox.

      “If you need to go…” I said quietly.

      Knox winked at me. “Let me see what this puzzle looks like.” Then he followed Addy into the living room, where we’d set up a card table and chairs. We enjoyed working on puzzles all winter.

      I used to do them with my grandmother and passed the tradition on to my daughter. This puzzle was a silly one of a snowy mountain. There was a ski lodge, a lift, skiers, people drinking hot chocolate, and a group of people decorating trees. Each time we sat down to do it, we discovered a new scene. It was so busy it took some time to take it all in.

      “Wow. This is a big one,” Knox said as he sat in the chair.

      Addy chewed on her lip as she searched for the piece she wanted.

      I turned on my holiday music playlist. “Is this okay?”

      “It’s perfect,” Knox said.

      “You don’t get sick of the holiday stuff after working at a tree farm and decorating the entire neighborhood?”

      Knox sighed. “Mom pumps the holiday music in the shop and by the tree lot. I work in the fields, so it’s not too bad.”

      “You get to cut the trees down?” Addy asked, sliding her piece into the spot.

      “Sometimes. Or I assist with securing the trees on the tops of the cars. I go wherever I’m needed. My brother, Emmett, doesn’t like the crowds, so we let him work the fields.”

      “Is he the one who had the girlfriend?” I asked him, curious to know more about his brothers.

      Knox chuckled. “You’re never going to believe this, but Ireland was supposed to get married on the farm on Thanksgiving weekend.”

      “To your brother?” I asked, a little confused.

      Knox shook his head. “She was engaged to someone else. She discovered he was cheating on her right before she walked down the aisle. She ran through the fields, hoping to have a quiet place to think, and ran into Emmett. He hung out with her for a while, and then they got snowed in at his cabin for a few days.”

      “Are you saying their relationship formed after she ran from her own wedding?” I asked carefully.

      His lips twitched. “It’s unconventional, but I assure you, their feelings are real.”

      I frowned. “Her ex doesn’t sound like a good guy.”

      “Definitely not. Emmett and Ireland said it was because they were meant to be. Everything happened like it was supposed to. It was fate, or something like that.” Knox waved a hand.

      “That’s so romantic.”

      “Are you talking about kissy stuff?” Addy asked.

      Knox chuckled. “I guess so.”

      Her face screwed up. “Gross.”

      “She doesn’t like kissing in movies. Even if it’s animated.”

      Knox nodded. “I guess it’s the age. Ember doesn’t like it either.”

      “I’m not in a hurry for her to like it.” This stage of not liking boys could go on forever, as far as I was concerned.

      Knox shared a smile with me, and it felt intimate, like we were here on a date, and he was getting to know my daughter.

      We worked on the puzzle in silence for a few minutes. Knox was quick to help Addy when she needed it.

      Reluctantly, I glanced at the clock. “It’s time to get ready for bed.”

      Addy’s shoulders dropped. “Do I have to?”

      “It’s eight-thirty.” Usually, I’d make her get ready earlier, but she was having such a good time with Knox that I didn’t have the heart to tell her it was time.

      Knox stood. “It’s about my bedtime, too. I need to be up early tomorrow.”

      “I bet you’re busy this time of the year,” I said as I followed him to the door.

      “It’s a lot, but it’s just for a couple of months. Then I’m back to the landscape business.”

      “Addy, go on up and get in your pj’s,” I called to her.

      Instead of listening, Addy stepped in front of Knox. “Thank you for the lights. They’re beautiful.”

      “You’re welcome,” Knox said, ruffling her hair.

      My heart squeezed at the sweet interaction.

      “Night, Knox.”

      “Good night.”

      I opened the door and followed him onto the porch. The lights twinkled around us, giving me a warm and cozy feeling inside. “Thank you so much for what you did. It was so nice and unexpected.”

      “I’m just happy you like it.”

      “Don’t feel like you have to help us with the tree this weekend.”

      He raised a brow. “I promised Addy a tree, and she’s getting one.”

      “I don’t want you to feel obligated to help us.”

      He rested a hand on my shoulder. “I don’t.” Then, with a flash of a smile, he turned and jogged down the porch steps. He stopped at his truck. “I’ll see you on Saturday.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. I was attracted to him but never thought he’d be in my life. Not in any significant way. In one day, he’d surprised us with a beautifully decorated porch, and now, a tree.

      I didn’t know what to make of him or the situation. I just didn’t want either one of us to get hurt. At the end of the day, it was just me and Addy. I needed to protect our hearts at all costs.
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          KNOX

        

      

    

    
      The entire evening had gone in a different direction than I’d planned. I'd wanted to decorate the porch and be gone before they arrived home.

      I wanted to do something nice for Addy, who’d kept me company the day I was tending the flower bed in the neighbor’s yard. I hadn’t meant for her and her mother to come home and find me decorating their porch. I certainly hadn’t planned on introducing her to my brothers.

      I shouldn’t have gone inside and accepted the mug of hot cocoa or stayed to work on the puzzle with them. It only complicated everything. I’d noticed Sarah coming and going in the neighborhood, but I wasn’t looking for a relationship, and I figured a single mother was off-limits.

      Working on my family’s Christmas tree farm made me see that the holidays were a magical time of year for many people. You need a few things to make it happen: a fresh-cut tree, hot chocolate, and holiday music playing in the background, and I wanted to give Addy that magic in her home.

      I didn’t want her to feel like she was different from the other families in the cul-de-sac because she didn’t have lights on her porch or a tree in the front window. Addy told me she lived with her mother, and her father worked far away. I sensed that Sarah didn’t feel comfortable cutting down a tree and wrangling it home on her own.

      What started out as a good deed had turned into so much more. I’d unwittingly intertwined my life with theirs. As I turned onto the lane for the farm, I reassured myself that I didn’t have to see them again after I helped them get a tree.

      I ignored the voice in my head that said I’d had fun tonight. Spending time with Sarah and Addy didn’t compare to meeting women at bars. There was depth and a mystery to Sarah’s life that made her intriguing.

      I tried not to notice the way she filled out those skinny jeans or how her sweater molded to her ample breasts, but it was impossible. I’d been attracted to Sarah since the first time I saw her, even though it was only ever in passing.

      I’d paid more attention to her barren front yard flower beds and the overgrown bushes on the side of the house. That kind of neglect usually irritated me, but I guessed that Sarah was overwhelmed with being a single mother and that lawn care wasn’t at the top of her priority list.

      I assumed she maintained the lawn and the property by herself. She hadn’t hired my service to maintain the lawn or create flower beds to enhance her yard like almost everyone else in the area had. So, either she couldn’t afford it, didn’t have the time to deal with it, or she truly didn’t notice the lawn.

      That last one was hard for me to believe because it was the first thing I noticed about a house. I’d been obsessed with plants since we were little and my father explained the growing process of the Christmas trees on our property, and then later, when I helped in my mother’s garden.

      I enjoyed making things beautiful. It had started as a way to earn money in the offseason, but it had grown. When I entered one neighborhood, it was common for other neighbors to request my services, as well.

      Hanging lights on porches had started out as a favor to a homeowner who’d asked if I could hang their decorations. I did it for a nominal price, but then word spread. Sebastian warned me I wasn’t charging enough for my services, but I was afraid I’d lose customers if I charged more.

      But when Addy asked me to make her house look like the others on the street, I couldn’t say no. The day she talked to me through the fence, she was adorable, talking a mile a minute about the play she was in at school, her soccer team, and her teacher at school.

      She clearly loved to socialize, while her mother seemed more reserved. Addy easily worked her way into my heart, the same way Ember had. It felt like we were friends. Maybe now Sarah would say hi to me when she saw me in the neighborhood.

      I groaned as I parked the truck in front of my cabin. I shouldn’t want to spend more time with them. No matter how adorable the little girl was, I sensed Sarah wasn’t interested in getting to know me.

      I didn’t blame her. She had enough going on in her life if she was a single mother. She didn’t need me complicating things for her.

      After high school, I went to college and then got a job at a local architectural company in Colorado. I worked long hours and enjoyed my work, but I was more interested in designing the landscaping than the buildings themselves.

      When I got the call that my father had had a heart attack, I came home and never left. Nothing was more important than family. My mother and my brothers needed me. I wouldn’t make the mistake of being selfish again. Sarah and Addy were a distraction I didn’t need.
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        * * *

      

      “I just got off the phone with a woman who said she’s meeting you to cut down a tree this morning,” Mom said as I walked into her kitchen Saturday morning. “She wanted to confirm that it was still okay to arrive before we opened at eight.”

      “I don’t have her number. I didn’t even think of that when I scheduled it,” I said.

      “What, exactly, did you schedule?” Mom asked, pushing a plate of freshly baked muffins in my direction.

      “Sarah lives in the house we decorated the other night. Her daughter, Addy, asked me to decorate her house like the others in the neighborhood. I couldn’t say no.”

      Mom nodded. “I heard. That was nice of you.”

      “It was supposed to be a surprise, but she came home early. Addy invited me in for hot chocolate. I noticed they didn’t have a tree and asked if they planned on getting one. Sarah said they usually use a fake tree, or they could go to a lot in town.”

      Mom huffed out a breath. “You can’t buy a tree from a lot. Who knows when it was cut? It won’t last until Christmas.”

      I nodded, having heard this a billion times from my father growing up. “I know, and I told her that. But I don’t think she’s ever cut one before and wasn’t sure how to handle getting it home.”

      “You offered to help her? That’s so sweet of you.” She shook her head. “Sometimes I wonder if I did right by you boys, but other times, you surprise me.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I try to be a good person.”

      She patted my cheek. “You’ll make a nice husband one day.”

      My stomach twisted. I dated one woman seriously after college, and when my father died, she stopped calling and didn’t come to visit. I was planning to ask her to marry me, and she couldn’t even be there for me when I needed her most. It was a good reminder that we don’t really know people at all. Then my brother Emmett’s fiancée left him at the altar. Other than my parents’ relationship, I didn’t have a great example of a good relationship.

      “I know you were burned in the past, but you can’t let that one woman ruin your future.”

      My jaw tightened. I couldn’t imagine letting anyone else in. They’d have to know that my family and the farm came first. Always. I made the mistake of focusing on myself once, and it cost me everything.

      “I love having you boys close, but sometimes I worry about you. You had that job, and you quit when your father died.”

      The first few months, Mom had wandered the property aimlessly, almost as if she were looking for something. Emmett came up with the idea of lighting the paths. It gave the property a nice, warm glow. “You needed help, and I love the farm. I always planned on coming back.”

      Mom’s face pinched. “But not that soon, and you’re not doing anything with your degree.”

      I smiled to reassure her. “You know my first love is landscaping.”

      “I just want you to be happy.”

      I didn’t want Mom to think that she was a burden or that I didn’t want to be here. “I love my cabin, the property, and being so close to my family. I couldn’t imagine not seeing Ember as often as I do.”

      “I’m glad, honey. But I just want you to be open to the idea of more. That maybe there’s something else out there for you.”

      My jaw tightened. “I won’t entertain anything that would take me away from the farm.”

      Mom’s phone buzzed. “Your friend just drove in. You should close the gate until opening so you’re not disturbed.”

      I’d opened the gate for Sarah this morning, We had to keep it closed during the off-hours, or visitors would come in and wander the property, thinking we were open for business.

      “I’m on it.” I popped another muffin into my mouth.

      She pointed a finger at me. “And Knox, make sure she gets that tree into her house.”

      “I told her I’d bring it by tonight after closing.”

      “Why don’t you leave a little early? Heath’s on the schedule tonight. We don’t need you.”

      “That would be good.” I didn’t mention that Addy asked me to decorate the tree, too.

      “Remember what I said,” Mom called as I walked through the house and out the front door.

      Sarah’s SUV was parked at the barn, so I headed there first. She was just getting out with Addy.

      Addy ran to me. “Knox.”

      I crouched down to return the hug she clearly wanted. I never knew I loved hugs so much until Ember wrapped her arms around my neck for the first time. I closed my eyes, breathing in Addy’s scent. “You smell like cinnamon,” I said when she pulled away.

      “Mommy made me oatmeal with cinnamon.” She tripped over the word, and it came out more like cimmanon. “I got some on my shirt.”

      Sarah followed at a slower pace. “I called the shop this morning to make sure we had the time right. I wasn’t sure if you’d changed your mind.”

      I straightened, taking her in. She wore tight jeans, tall boots, and a heavy jacket. “I should have gotten your number before I left so we could touch base before today.”

      Sarah raised a brow. “Your mom was surprised.”

      “I didn’t mention it to her, but I should have. Mom knows everything that goes on around here. Let me close the gate so we’re not interrupted, and then I can take you to the field.”

      “Can I help?” Addy asked.

      “Sure, hop in the golf cart, and we’ll stop at the gate first.”

      “Hat and gloves,” Sarah prompted as she handed her the items.

      Addy bit her lower lip as she worked her fingers into each hole, then pulled the fuzzy hat over her head.

      Sarah fussed over her hair while I got into the golf cart. Most people hiked to the fields, but we kept the golf carts for those who needed the lift. I didn’t want to waste time hiking when we could spend it picking out the perfect tree.

      Sarah sat next to me, and Addy got into the back.

      Addy was practically bouncing in her seat. “This is so fun.”

      I looked back at her. “We haven’t done anything yet.”

      “We’re at a Christmas tree farm. There are trees everywhere,” Addy said, with her hands spread wide.

      “I get to live here. How cool is that?” I asked her, feeling happier than I had in a long time.

      Addy’s eyes widened. “You live here?”

      “My mom lives at the main house, and that’s where I grew up. I have a cabin closer to the road, but it’s hidden by the trees. Most of my brothers have houses here, too. Talon’s is behind mine, and Emmett’s and Heath’s are on the opposite side of the mountain from ours. Sebastian was the only one who didn’t build one. He lives in town with Ember. You probably know him from school.” I wondered if Sarah was interested in him. They had a lot more in common than we did.

      “He’s a nice man. Quiet, though.”

      I stopped the cart to get out and close the gate. When I climbed back in, I said, “If we don’t close it, people will drive to the barn and start walking around, whether we’re officially open or not. It got to be a problem in the evening, too, when we couldn’t get people to leave.”

      “Sounds like the gate’s necessary. I hope we’re not making your day longer.”

      “Mom said I could take off early tonight to help you with your tree.”

      “That’s nice of her. She sounded surprised yet happy to hear that I was coming this morning.”

      I shook my head as I drove up the lane toward one of the prime fields. “She’s probably matchmaking.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to take them back. Why had I mentioned it? So far, I could play this off as me helping someone out. But now, I’d opened the door for it to mean something more, and I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that.

      I felt Sarah’s gaze on my face before she finally asked, “Is there something going on?”

      I glanced over at her, her red hair loose around her shoulders, her blue eyes more vibrant with the jacket she wore of the same color. She was gorgeous, and if circumstances were different, if I were free to have a relationship, I’d be interested. “We’re really busy on the farm this time of year. I don’t really have time for anything.”

      “I can imagine,” Sarah murmured, and I wondered if I’d hurt her feelings. It was the last thing I wanted to do.

      I parked the cart near the field of Fraser firs, and Addy took off through the rows of trees. Her squeal of delight trailed behind her.

      I touched Sarah’s arm to stop her from following Addy. “I’m not available for anything more, but it doesn’t mean I don’t find you attractive and wish things were different.”

      A pink flush appeared on her cheeks. “I’m not sure whether to be flattered or not.” Before I could respond, she continued. “I’m not looking for anything, either. I’m wrapped up in Addy. I don’t have much of a life outside of her.”

      “Same here. It’s the farm and my family.”

      “Maybe we can be friends? I’ve never been to a Christmas tree farm. Tell me everything.”

      “We stagger the planting of the fields, making sure we have enough to cut for each season. This field has one of our more popular trees—the Fraser firs. I thought you’d like to look here first.”

      “I don’t know anything about trees. So, I’ll defer to your expertise.”

      “You can’t go wrong with any of these. It comes down to how tall and full you like your trees. Anything you pick should be fuller than a fake one.”

      “I love the smell of these. I think I’m going to be spoiled after this and want a fresh tree every year.”

      I smiled. “Then I’ve done my job.”

      She laughed, her head falling back slightly, and it was the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. I suspected she was as lonely as I was, even though she lived with her daughter. She needed adult companionship. Maybe we could be friends with no expectations.

      I couldn’t let my needs and desires overshadow what my family needed and wanted from me. I could give her a tree, my time, and maybe even friendship, but anything more was out of the question. No matter how much I wanted her.
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      The air was crisp, but the sun warmed our skin as we made our way through the rows of trees. Knox stayed by my side as Addy ran ahead, yelling over her shoulder, “Too short. Too skinny.”

      “I’m worried we’re not going to find anything.”

      Knox smiled, and it took my breath away. “She can take as much time as she needs. My brother Heath’s working today.”

      I watched his face to gauge his expression. “I can’t help but think this is a huge imposition on your time.”

      He gave me a pointed look. “You know, if we’re going to be friends, you’re going to have to stop apologizing for taking up my time.”

      I smiled. “I’d like to be friends. There are some amazing perks, like holiday lights and Christmas trees.”

      Knox nodded. “I’m an excellent friend.”

      “You are.” We smiled at each other for a second until Addy skidded to a stop in front of us. “Are you listening? I found it.”

      “What did you find, baby?” I pulled my gaze from Knox’s.

      Addy rolled her eyes. “Our tree, silly.”

      “Right,” I said, as Knox chuckled. It was his fault I was out of sorts. He threw me off balance. I could have sworn there was interest in his gaze, but he’d said he wasn’t looking for a relationship. Maybe he was only interested in one-night stands or flings, and I wasn’t in the market for one of those.

      No matter how many times my sister, Grace, urged me to date, I hadn’t bothered to in a while. I had to think about Addy, and reliable babysitters were hard to find.

      Addy grabbed Knox’s hand and pulled him to a tree she’d thrown her red scarf on. “Ta-da!”

      “Is this the one?” Knox asked as he walked around the tree, carefully inspecting every inch of it and testing the sturdiness of the branches.

      “It’s perfect,” Addy beamed, reminding me why I called her sunshine.

      “What do you think?” Knox finally asked me.

      “I think it would fit in the living room.” Size was the most important criterion for me. Our house was cute but short on space. This tree had a beautiful blueish tint to it.

      Knox winked at Addy. “You can’t have a tree that’s too big.”

      “How big is yours?” Addy asked him.

      Knox cleared his throat. “I haven’t gotten one yet.”

      “Do you usually?” I asked, curious about a man who lived on a Christmas tree farm.

      “If there’s time. We get one for the main house, and we always decorate an outside tree. It’s a family tradition.”

      “You decorate trees outside?” Addy asked.

      “Yeah, our parents would let us hike the property to find the perfect tree to decorate. Then me and my brothers would check on it each morning and fix the ornaments that fell off during the night.”

      “That’s such a wonderful family tradition. When we were little, we used to buy one from a lot, then we switched to a fake tree.”

      Knox covered his ears. “Don’t tell me about fake trees.”

      Addy giggled. “You’re silly.”

      “Are you going to help me cut down your tree?” Knox asked Addy.

      Addy nodded seriously. “Uh-huh.”

      “I’ll use the saw, and you just need to hold it so it doesn’t fall.” He showed her where to place her hands in the middle.

      “I can do that.”

      “Sarah, can you help her?” I moved into position, then he got down on the ground to cut the base. As he cut, the tree swayed, and our job got harder. “That’s it.”

      The tree’s weight shifted toward us, but Knox hopped up to grab it. “I got it. I’ll tag it, and we’ll take it down to the barn later.”

      “Should I pay for it at the shop?” I saw a sign that mentioned paying for all trees inside the barn.

      Knox’s face screwed up. “Don’t worry about it. I told you this was my treat.”

      “I can’t⁠—”

      He silenced me with a finger to my lips. “Let me.”

      I’d let him do anything he wanted to me if he had that look on his face. His eyes turned dark with desire before he reluctantly pulled his finger away. “Friends, remember?”

      I wasn’t sure how I could repay him. How did one return the favor of a Christmas tree? “Maybe we could make you cookies as a thank-you.”

      Knox grinned, and I saw a dimple on his right cheek I’d never seen before. “I won’t turn down cookies. My mom makes them for the shop, so we’re not allowed to snack on them anymore.”

      “Can I have some?” Addy asked.

      “My mom sells them in the red barn. She won’t bring them out until later, though,” Knox said, regret filling his voice.

      I smiled at him. “We’ll make some for you when you get to our place tonight. It’s the least we can do.”

      Knox nodded. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      He dragged the tree to the side and placed a tag around the top to indicate it was ours. “Let me take you to your car. The gates will open soon, and you’ll want to leave before the crowds arrive. There will be a line down the street since it’s Saturday.”

      “I didn’t realize how popular tree cutting was,” I said as we returned to the golf cart.

      Addy ran ahead of us.

      “It’s good for business. The only problem is our busy season is only seven weeks, depending on when Thanksgiving falls. We’re looking for ways to expand the business. It’s tough because so many of my brothers and I don’t like having crowds of people on the property. It’s our quiet place, you know?”

      “I live in town, but I’d love to have more property. We don’t have a lot of privacy or room to play.”

      “I like to sit on my deck in the morning and drink my coffee. It’s high up, so it feels like I’m in a tree house. I can go for a hike whenever I want to. I love being so close to nature. But during the holidays, it’s like the place isn’t ours. I can’t relax until the gates are closed each night.”

      “How will you expand the business without inviting more people onto the property?” I asked.

      “Ireland has some ideas. She’s helping my mom in the shop in her spare time, and she’s the one who suggested selling the cookies. She’s actively working with local artists to consign their work at the shop. They’re hoping to have the store open year-round with holiday-specific items for sale. Sebastian’s worried that it’s not enough.”

      “Could you grow apples or pumpkins and expand into the fall market?” I asked him.

      “As much as we want more income streams, I don’t think we want to become a fall farm. It would be too much. We offered to host a few weddings, but we’re limiting it to no more than five a year. We’ll see how that goes.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      “We have our side hustles. I have the landscaping business. Heath is working for Morrison & Sons Contracting. Talon has his artwork, and Emmett makes furniture. Sebastian handles our books and has an accounting firm in town. Mom would like more of the income to come from the farm. We want her to feel supported.”

      “That’s so nice that you live here and take care of her and the farm.” I loved that he and his brothers were family men.

      Emotions crossed over his face, maybe guilt or regret. Then he said, “We do our best. I’m just never sure it’s enough.”

      Addy was sitting in the driver’s seat of the cart. “Can I drive?”

      “No,” I said firmly.

      “I can teach you when you get a little older. But you can’t reach the pedals yet.” Knox showed her the pedals, and her lips turned down.

      “Oh.”

      “When you get tall enough, I’ll take you out.”

      Addy moved into the backseat. “When will I be tall enough?”

      Knox’s lips twitched. “I don’t know. Maybe when you’re a teenager.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “Uh. That’s forever.”

      Knox’s lips twitched as he turned on the engine. “Is she always this dramatic?”

      “Yes.” I was so used to being alone with Addy. There was no one to share these moments with. My parents watched her when they could, but it wasn’t the same as raising her with someone.

      Gary had broken up with me while I was pregnant. He didn’t pressure me about my decision to keep her but said he wasn’t interested in being a father.

      We slowly wound our way down the mountain. I enjoyed being in nature more than I thought I would. The air was cool, but the sun was shining. I bet the lights strung from poles on the path were pretty at night.

      Knox parked the cart by the red barn. He climbed out and shoved his hands into his pockets. “You should come back when it’s dark. The lights on the paths are all lit. It’s nice.”

      “I was just thinking about that. Do you have any more of those lights you put on our front lawn? The one that’s shaped like a present.”

      “No, but Ireland asked if we could do a walk-through or drive-through light show with those. I think Talon is working on a few of them. Maybe we’ll have something ready before New Year’s.”

      Addy’s eyes were wide. “A light show?”

      “Mmm. Would you like that?”

      “That would be neat.”

      “High praise from a kid,” Knox said solemnly. “We’ll see what we can do. Heath contracted someone to build a second lane on the other side of the mountain for secondary traffic, whether it’s for an event or a wedding, or maybe even a drive-through light show.”

      “I can’t imagine living here. It’s so magical.”

      “Without the crowds, it is. Speaking of…” He nodded toward the road where cars were already lining up at the gate. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      I touched his arm as Addy ran to my car. “Thank you for helping us this morning. I know you’re busy with the season. I can’t thank you enough.” I kissed his cheek, the stubble tickling my lips, and the brief touch was enough to send my heart stutter-stepping in my chest.

      I headed toward my car, clicking the locks so Addy could climb in. Knox made his way to the gate, holding up his hand as he waved me through.

      I didn’t let out the breath I’d been holding until we made a left onto the road and were headed back to town.

      “That was fun. Can we come back?”

      “Knox mentioned something about seeing the lights at night.”

      “That would be amazing.”

      It didn’t take much to impress kids, not at Addy’s age. But I had to admit, the farm was magical. With the lights at night, it would be even more so. I never imagined that the man who worked landscaping around our neighborhood lived on a Christmas tree farm. “Can you imagine growing up here?”

      “I’d run through the trees all day,” Addy said wistfully.

      “What did you think about him and his brothers decorating one of the live trees?”

      “I’d decorate them all,” she said, gazing out the window.

      I smiled. “I guess it’s good you don’t live there, then. We’d run out of decorations.”

      “Just buy more,” Addy said, like it was no big deal.

      I tried to keep worries about finances from her. But the reality was, I was a single mom. Even with Gary’s checks, I had to be careful about how I spent our money. I wished things were as easy as she thought.

      When I was alone at night, I longed for companionship. Someone to share my hopes and dreams with. I’d resigned myself to raising Addy alone and assumed most men weren’t interested in the baggage that comes with being a single mom. But Knox made me wonder if there were guys out there who would be interested in me and my daughter.

      We stopped at the store on the way home and bought enough baking ingredients to make several batches of cookies. I wanted to show Knox how appreciative I was that he spent his morning with us when he could have been drinking his coffee alone on his deck, or even going for a hike.

      He’d thought it was important for us to have a tree of our own, and I was forever grateful he’d shown us his farm. We played holiday music in the background as we baked.

      “I can’t wait for Knox to come. Then we can decorate the tree and eat cookies.”

      “I think you’re eating plenty of cookies now.” I pointed at the empty spots where cookies had been.

      “I’ve only had a few,” Addy insisted.

      “Uh-huh.” I was sure she’d snagged more when I went to the bathroom earlier. When they were cool, I placed them in tins. We managed to make gingerbread and sugar cookies. In the afternoon, we decorated them with white icing and red and green sprinkles.

      We made a mess, but it was so much fun. I couldn’t remember the last time I baked cookies for the holidays. I was usually so tired on the weekends that we just went to the playground or watched movies on the couch. It was normally a low-key day. I never had something like Knox to look forward to at the end of the night.

      Today we created memories I knew I’d hold on to for the rest of my life. Even if nothing came from it.
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