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Christmas

Chapter 1
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ASH

The first of December. 

The first day of summer, and a year to the day since I met my daughter. A daughter who, until then, I never knew existed, but one that I had come to love more than life itself. 

Hannah was my world. She was such an amazing little person, and every day she blew me away with how tough she was. Not even six years old, yet, she’d been through so much, and she knew way more than she should for someone her age, especially about naked wrestling. 

Her mother had done a great job of raising her, I only wish she’d told me about Hannah sooner. I missed all of her early years. I didn't get to see her come into the world, take her first steps, or hear her say her first words, and for that, I’ll be eternally sorry. But I had her in my life now, and I intended to do the absolute best job I knew how. 

On the whole, Hannah seemed happy. She loved all of my brothers, and Bec, and Gran and Charlie. Then there were all the McBride family as well, and Skye. Hannah loved all of them, and they loved her in return. I’d like to think she had a good life here with me, with all of us, and that she loved living on the farm. She had a menagerie of animals that she called pets, and some that weren’t pets as such. Some of my cattle even had names now, which I found funny.

I’d mapped out a plan for the farm, and it was going well, and I’d mapped out a plan for Hannah’s future as well. I’d started putting money aside for her studies later in life. If she chose to go to university, the money would be there. When it came time for her first car, the money would be there. I made a will, so if anything were to happen to me, Hannah would be well cared for here on the farm, and when she was old enough, she’d inherit our home and the land. I knew I had many family members who would jump at the chance to become Hannah’s legal guardian, and raise her as they would their own kids, but I chose Carter for the job. He had a way with kids, and with people in general, plus Hannah seemed to have a closer bond with him. Maybe it was his love of baking and all things romantic, which resonated with Hannah like those fairy tales did. I didn't know what it was that drew them together, but I was grateful that she had a world full of people that loved her. 

My family were something else. I loved that we all lived and worked on the family farm, it made us close. Sometimes a little too close, like when they all got on my case about getting out more, telling me that I’d never find a woman to share my life with if I didn't ever leave the farm. The thing they didn't understand, and it was probably because all of them were so loved up it was sickening, was that it wasn't as easy as walking into a bar and falling in love with the first single woman I saw. It didn't happen like that, and it especially wasn't going to happen now that I had Hannah. I had to think about her as well. The last thing I wanted was to bring a woman into my life that didn't like kids, or in particular, my daughter. 

As I pulled into the parking lot at the school, I thought about Hannah and her birthday party this weekend. I’d have to make some time tomorrow to go to Allenby for some party supplies. Bec, Steph, Paige and Skye had all offered to organise and prepare the party for Hannah, but this was something I needed to do myself. There’d be plenty of times in Hannah’s life where I’d need to call on these women for assistance, but this wasn't one of them. Besides, how hard can it be to throw a prince and princess themed farmyard petting zoo birthday party for a six year old? I’d outsourced the birthday cake job to Carter, Tate would be cooking sausages on the barbeque, Luke said he’d supervise the petting zoo side of things, and Mason said he’d take care of the pony rides, leaving me free to oversee the whole thing. Easy. I hoped. 

While I waited for the school bell to ring, some of the mothers approached me to say that their children would be coming to the party, and one of them, Christa, stood by my side with a huge smile the whole time. I tried to step away, but each time she’d grab my arm and start up another line of conversation. I wanted to tell her that it was never going to happen, her and I, but that needed to wait until there weren’t any other people around. I didn't particularly like the woman, but I didn't want to embarrass her either. 

“So I was wondering,” Christa reached out and put her hand on my bare forearm. “Maybe we could go out on a date on Friday night, we can go to the pub, then back to my place if you like,” she licked her lips as she looked me up and down, but instead of making me hard, it made my skin crawl. Everyone knew that Christa was the town prostitute. She had a regular stream of long haul truckers who’d stop at her place on their way through town, and probably some locals too, but I wasn't about to be one of them. Not on Friday night, not ever.  

“Ah, sorry, I'm pretty busy at the moment, got a lot going on, besides, I'm not looking to date anyone right now,” I took a step back when the school bell went. “Appreciate you asking though,” I walked towards the classroom and didn't look back. 

This was one of my most favourite parts of the day. I loved watching Hannah as she came from the classroom. Her eyes would be scanning the crowd, and the second that she saw me, her little face would light up and she’d come running. As soon as she got close enough she’d open her arms wide and launch herself at me, holding on for dear life as she kissed me and told me that she missed me, which is exactly what she was doing now. 

“I missed you today Big Daddy,” she kissed my cheek then leant back and held my face in both her hands. “Guess what?” her face was a picture of excitement, as was the face of the little boy standing beside us. 

“Hi Jacob,” I put Hannah back on her feet and reached out to mess up Jacob's hair, which made him smile more. 

“Hi Uncle Ash,” he kept smiling. This little kid had become an essential part of our lives, just as Hannah had done a year ago when she came to live on the farm. 

“Big Daddy,” Hannah held my face again and made me look at her. “We had the best day because do you know why?” Her little eyes were wide, and her smile was huge. 

“Why?” I couldn't help but laugh at the enthusiasm of them both. 

“Mr Roth is gone and he’s never coming back,” Hannah clapped her hands, then reached for my face again. “And we have a new teacher and she’s really nice and she’s really pretty, like a princess, and she let’s us go to the toilet when we need to, and she doesn't shout at us, and she said we’re going to have a big Christmas party and do a concert for all the mums and dads so you can all come and hear us sing, and I asked her to come to my birthday party, and she said yes,” Hannah finally stopped talking, but only long enough to suck in another deep breath so she could keep going. “And she wants to meet all the mums and dads, but me and Jacob told her we don’t have mums so she said that she wanted to meet you Big Daddy, come on,” she started pulling on my hand. 

I looked over at the crowd of mothers around the classroom door, all of them meeting the new teacher, and decided that it could wait until tomorrow. It’d take forever for those women to stop talking, and I didn't want to still be here when the sun went down. 

“It looks like your new teacher’s a little busy right now, I can’t even see her in that crowd, why don't we go to the diner and get some ice cream to celebrate, and I can meet your teacher when I bring you to school tomorrow,” I looked down at the two little people beside me. “Come on, look how many people are over there, that’s a lot of people for her to talk to all at one time.” 

Hannah and Jacob exchanged a look with each other, then turned and started walking towards the car park. 

As we slid into a booth at the diner, I couldn't stop smiling at the look on my daughter’s face. She was so happy that her arsehole teacher was gone, and so was I. It had taken a while for the principal to organise a replacement, something he said wasn't out of the ordinary for a small country town, but he knew that arsehole Roth needed to go, and so did all the parents. It was good to see that our persistence in wanting him gone had paid off. Bec was going to be over the moon with this news. She’d disliked the guy from day one, as had all of my brothers. 

––––––––
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THE FAMILY WERE ALL gathering at the farmhouse for dinner, and as soon as Hannah and Jacob told their news, there was a chorus of cheers and lots of high fives for the two kids who hadn't stopped smiling. 

“Guess what chatterbox,” Carter leant closer to Hannah and shoulder bumped her. 

“What Uncle Carter?” she laughed at him, and the wide eyes he was giving her. 

“How would you like to be a flower girl again?” the whole table went quiet when they heard Carter’s question.

“Yay,” she threw her arms around Carter and started kissing his cheek. “You and Aunty Skye are getting married?” 

“Yes we are,” Carter looked over at Skye and smiled at her. It was the kind of smile you give to the woman that you love, to the woman that has got your heart in her hands, and I envied my brother for that. 

“Congratulations brother,” I shook Carter’s hand then hugged Skye. “You sure you want to do this?” I whispered in her ear, and she laughed. 

“Very sure,” she stepped back and was immediately grabbed by Bec, Steph, Paige and Gran. 

All through dinner Hannah educated Jacob on the role of the flower girl, and how important the job was, then she started telling him that he’d have to dress up in a suit and hold her hand as they walked down the aisle. Once Luke had assured him that it didn't mean he’d be marrying Hannah, he was fine with it. 

“I like her, but she talks too much, she never lets me talk,” Jacob looked at Luke and Bec. “Maybe when we’re grown ups I’ll marry her, she might have runned out of words by then.” 

Jacob looked around the table as everyone laughed at his statement. The only one who wasn't laughing was Hannah. “Buddy,” Tate leant in beside him, “I don't think Hannah will ever run out of words,” he winked at Hannah as he spoke. 

Once the wedding talk had settled down, Hannah started on the subject of her birthday party. I listened to the conversation she was having with Bec and Paige, hoping that I hadn't missed anything with my preparations. I wanted it to be the perfect birthday for my daughter, one where she smiled the whole day through. 

“How many sleeps to my birthday Big Daddy?” Hannah looked at me. 

“Four Kiddo,” I looked at Carter, “You still okay to make that princess castle cake?” He gave me a nod as he shovelled more food into his mouth. It still amazed me that my brother, this tough cattle farmer who looked like he spent every day in the gym lifting weights, was one of the best bakers I knew, second only to Gran. The thought of him in the kitchen whipping up a birthday cake that looked like a princess castle was almost comical really. But he was the only one of us capable of pulling off the task, so I wasn't about to tell him any of my thoughts. “Thanks brother, I owe you one.” 

––––––––
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ONCE DINNER WAS DONE, and we’d talked more about Carter’s engagement, and Hannah’s birthday party, my brothers and I all went out onto the back deck to have a couple of beers. Luke and Charlie joined us, and the talk soon turned to cattle, wheat and all things farming. It was always that way with us.

Carter’s new foray into Texas Longhorn cattle had worked well, and I was even considering expanding my herd with a few come next spring, or maybe even before. If I could get a few good bulls, and some heifers, they could be in calf in time to give birth here on Landers farm. I liked to be able to tell my buyers that the cattle had been born and raised here on the family farm, ensuring that I knew what they’d been eating, and could guarantee the quality of the beef. From the beef we’d already eaten of Carter’s, the Texas longhorn steaks were right up there with the Angus, so I wouldn't be compromising on quality if I expanded the breeds in my herd. 

We talked about Mason and Tate’s wheat crops, and how if we didn't get rain soon, the crops would start to suffer. Irrigation using water from the river was only going to be sustainable for so long, then we’d need to truck in some water to fill the tanks. The lack of rain was starting to affect the cattle too. I had money there if I needed to buy in feed, but I hoped it wouldn't come to that. The weather gods had come through for us every other year, I'm sure they’d come through for us this time around too. 

It was just after eight when I went to round up Hannah and say goodbye to my family. “Come on Kiddo, you know the routine,” I picked her up and put her on my back. 

“I know, bath, teeth, story, then lights out,” she linked her hands around my neck as she rested her chin on my shoulder. “Big Daddy, do you sometimes get sad because you don't have a mummy anymore?” 

“I’ll always have a mummy Kiddo, and so will you, it’s just that our mum’s are in heaven, and not here on earth with us,” I headed up the track towards our house. “And yeah, sometimes I get sad about her being in heaven. I wish she was here so she could meet you,” I turned my head a little and kissed her cheek. “I think she’d love you just as much as I do.” 

“I think I’d love her too,” Hannah kissed my cheek in return. “When we get home, before I have a bath and go to bed, can I make a birthday invitation for Miss Parker, that’s my new teacher. Remember I invited her to my party and she said she’d love to come. We need to make her an invitation so she knows what time the party is and how to get to our farm.” 

“Sure Kiddo,” when we got to the house I let Hannah slide from my back so her feet landed on the bottom step. “Do you think she’ll have a ride on Sparkles?” I took the hat off her head and hung it on the hook in the mudroom. 

“No,” Hannah laughed at me. “The pony rides are only for the kids,” she ran off to get the spare invitations and started writing out the details. “Big Daddy, how do I spell Parker for Miss Parker?” 

By the time Hannah had written out the invitation and put it in her schoolbag, then went through the bedtime routine, it was almost nine, well past her bedtime, and she knew it. “Goodnight Big Daddy,” she pulled my face down to hers and kissed my cheek. “I love you,” she kissed me again. She’d only started saying she loved me a few weeks ago, and it still filled me with joy every time. 

“Night Kiddo,” I kissed her forehead. “I love you too.” 

After flicking off the light and pulling the door most of the way closed, I went to my room and sat on the bed. Carter was right. Tate was right. Bec was right. Mason was right, and Gran was right. I was lonely. I had been for a while now, but what could I do about it? Like I thought to myself earlier today, Christa was the only woman in town that was around my age and single, and that was never going to happen. Not in this lifetime, no matter how desperately lonely I was. 

So, I showered alone, pulled on some track pants and a t-shirt, then headed to the lounge room to watch some TV, alone. After watching some stupid reality show for way longer than it warranted, I went to the study and fired up the computer. A few days ago when Tate and I were out fixing one of the fences, he kept banging on about this website where women look for husbands, in particular, farmers. He kept telling me I should register and see what happened. Maybe one of those women who were looking for a farmer would pick me. But did I really want that? Did I want to look for love online? There was nothing wrong with looking far and wide to find your soul mate, but it really wasn't something that I felt comfortable doing. Plus, I had Hannah to consider. What if the women who went looking for love on these websites were all crazies, did I want to bring that into my life? 

When the website appeared on the screen, I started reading through their blurb. I’d mostly already talked myself out of the idea, but then again, maybe I should reconsider. Lanica didn't really offer up any options for me as far as finding love went, so maybe this would be my best chance of not being alone for the rest of my life. 

I read all the testimonials from farmers who’d found love on the internet, then looked at all the methods they use to match women to the farmers who register. All I had to do was fill out a form, upload a picture of myself, and that was it. They’d do the rest. 

I looked around my empty house and considered what I was about to do. I guess if I did this, and then changed my mind, I could always pull my profile down and that would be the end of it. 

“Big Daddy,” Hannah came bounding out of her bedroom, fully dressed and ready for school. “Can we go now? I want to get to school early so you can meet Miss Parker and I can give her the invitation to my party.” 

I had to laugh at her enthusiasm. Not once had she been this keen to get to school on time, let alone early. “Sure, but we need to get Jacob first. Why don’t you call Aunty Bec and see if he’s ready to go.” I handed her my phone and watched as she typed in the passcode then dialled up my sister. The way these kids used technology made me laugh. It was second nature to them, like they were born with the skills already. 

“He’s ready,” Hannah came skipping into the kitchen and handed me back my phone. 

Both kids talked the whole way into town, well, mostly Hannah talked and Jacob listened. The kid had a point last night when he said she didn't let him talk. He had a job to get a word in. 

“Come on Big Daddy,” Hannah was out of her seat in a flash. “I need to get the invitation out of my bag,” the look Jacob gave me as we stood on the footpath and waited for Hannah to get herself organised was gold. He rolled his eyes at me and let out a breath. 

“Women,” he looked up at me and shook his head. 

“I hear you buddy,” I put my hand on his shoulder, and he shuffled a little closer to me. I really liked this kid. He’d had a rough year, but since coming to the farm, he’d really flourished. 

“Ready,” Hannah held the invitation up in the air. “Let’s go,” she grabbed hold of my other hand as we walked towards the classroom. 

I helped the kids hang their bags on the hooks outside the classroom, and then followed them inside. The teacher was writing something on the board, and as soon as Hannah spoke, she turned around, giving both kids a huge smile before looking up at me. 

I had to do a double take. Standing before me was the one woman who I hadn't been able to stop thinking about for the past eight months, the one woman who I thought I’d never see again. 

“Ash,” she stepped forward and looked from Hannah and Jacob back to me. 

“Chelsea,” as soon as my brain kicked into gear I reached for the hand that she held out to me. “You're the new teacher?” 

“Looks that way,” she kept her eyes on mine for the longest time, and I was immediately taken back to the night we met at the pub. She was just as beautiful as I remembered. Her voice was the same, her eyes still had that same sparkle but with a hint of sadness, and her lips looked just like they did that night, inviting and perfect for kissing. “Um,” I registered the tugging on my hand and realised that Chelsea was trying to pull her hand free from mine as more kids came into the classroom. “It’s nice to see you again.”

“You too,” when I eventually pulled my eyes from hers, I looked down at Hannah, who was looking up at me with a huge smile. “You be good today Kiddo,” I leant down and kissed her forehead. “You too,” I messed up Jacob’s hair, then took a step back. “I’ll be picking you up today,” I nodded at both of them, then looked at Chelsea. “I’ll see you later I guess,” I mentally berated myself for sounding so lame. 

“Bye Ash,” Chelsea gave me a little wave, and her cheeks flushed a nice shade of pink. 

Once I was back in my truck, I couldn't wipe the stupid grin off my face. I couldn't believe she was back, and she wasn't only in town for a couple of days this time. She was here for good. Maybe this was going to be a good Christmas after all. 

****
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Chapter 2
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CHELSEA

My first week as the kindergarten teacher at Lanica Primary School had flown by. The kids were great, too great really. I’d never met a sweeter bunch of six year olds, but then again, after hearing how they were treated by their previous teacher, they probably thought I was heaven sent, so it was only natural they’d be on their best behaviour. I’d like to think they liked me because I was a good teacher, and a good person, but they were six years old, and six year olds could be arbitrary when it came to reasons for liking a person. 

I kept an eye on the clock as I unpacked another box. It was the day of Hannah’s birthday party, and she’d made me promise to be there on time so I didn't miss anything. Over the past four days, I’d gotten the rundown on her entire family. She told me all about Carter and Skye getting engaged, and how she was going to be flower girl for the third time, but she still had to wait for her Uncle Tate and Aunty Paige to get married in winter next year, then it would be four times. I heard about how her Uncle Luke was the town vet, and how he adopted Craig so that her rabbit, Mr Twitchy Nose would stop getting pregnant. I heard about Her Uncle Mason and Aunty Steph having twin boys, and how Aunty Bec and Uncle Luke were lucky because they had one baby and one Jacob. In the end, I had to send Hannah on an errand to the school office, just to get her to stop talking, and I had to laugh when Jacob told me that he thought she was going to use up all her words before she was an adult. 

Today wasn't particularly the best day for me to be going to a birthday party. I really wasn't in the mood for any kind of celebration, but I’d promised Hannah I’d go, so I couldn't back out now. Besides, wasn't it good to push yourself to do things you didn't particularly want to do? If I could just make it through the rest of this year, then the next, then I’d be fine. At least I hoped I would. 

One day at a time right. That’s how I’d been operating for the past four years, and that’s how I’d continue to operate. It was either that or crumble into a heap and rock in the corner, and that was a rabbit hole that I really didn't want to go down. Depression, deep dark depression like that was an absolute bitch once it took a hold of you, something with which I had first hand experience, and I didn't want to let it ever happen to me. So at two o’clock, I’d arrive at Landers Farm, plaster on my happy face, and wish Hannah a happy birthday. 

I’d seen Ash every afternoon this week, not that we’d gotten a chance to talk, there were always other parent’s around who wanted to talk to me, and one mum in particular who seemed to hang around Ash a lot. Maybe he’d found love since we’d first met eight months ago. 

I stopped unpacking the box of pots and pans and leant back against the cupboard as I sat on the kitchen floor. Closing my eyes, I smiled at the memory of the night we met. I was only in town for the one night, and I’d gone to the pub for some dinner. Ash was there with his brothers, and his sister, and their respective partners. I couldn't believe it when he asked me to dance. The hottest guy in the room, and he wanted to dance with me. He had some good moves too, and he made me laugh, which was something that I hadn't done for a long time. Then that fight broke out, I was so worried that he’d get hurt, but he didn't, apart from a tiny cut above his eye, he came out of it okay. I didn't like fighting in general, but if I was being honest with myself, watching him in action that night was a bit of a turn on. Then he walked me to my car, and that kiss. I smiled at the memory. He looked shy and uncertain when saying goodnight, and apologising about the fight, but when he kissed me, I was gone. Everything happened at once. The butterflies in my stomach, my heart racing, my skin covering in goose bumps, and of course, the wetness in my knickers. I sucked in a deep breath and opened my eyes. Memories Chelse. It was just a moment in time, one that probably wasn't likely to happen again. 

The unpacking was mostly done now, with only a half dozen or so boxes to go. This could be done over the next few weeks, and over the Christmas break if I didn't have it done by then. It wasn't like I had anywhere to be for Christmas. My brother and his family were heading to his in-laws for Christmas, and my parents were still overseas, so I’d be doing Christmas on my own this year, which was probably a good thing. The holiday period wasn't one of my better times, so it was best if I was alone. 

After a shower and a change of clothes, well, several outfits, I shook my head and mentally scolded myself for worrying about what I was wearing. Ash wouldn’t have time to take notice of what I was wearing, or probably that I was even there. He was going to be busy with all those six year olds, and that other woman that was always by his side. 

At exactly two o’clock, I turned off the main road and onto the dirt road that led to Landers Farm. The extra signpost and the pink balloons on the gatepost were handy, especially for a recent addition to the town like me. Once I found a spot to park, I sat in my car and looked out over the field of summer wildflowers. This place was so beautiful, absolutely picture perfect. There were cattle in the far fields, off to the left were some crops of golden wheat swaying in the summer breeze, and there were three other gorgeous farm houses within walking distance, but far enough away to still have a degree of privacy. It was the ideal place to live, and to raise a family. Ash and Hannah were so very lucky to live here. 
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