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        When you choose joy,

        you feel good.

        and when you feel good,

        you do good.

        This is a reminder to others,

        what joy feels like.

      

      

      
        
        May  this book give you joy!

        Merry Christmas!
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        Every woman’s heart has instructions.

        They are written in her eyes,

        in her smile,

        through her actions, and in her tears.

        She only needs to run into someone

        who cares enough to read them.

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Jessie Carter carried the last box to her SUV. She stared down at the packed trunk. 

      How in the world have you accumulated so much stuff? 

      When she had made the move to Chicago four years ago, the apartment she and Poppy decided to share was furnished. So, it made little sense her belongings not only filled her trunk, but almost the entire interior space of her SUV as well.

      But then again, she had packed up everything she owned, down to the hair ties she found on the bathroom vanity. 

      Hair ties are a necessity… and look how you’re always losing them.

      This wasn’t a permanent move.

      At least this is what she kept telling herself. This was just a temporary reprieve… a break from what she had finally figured out was a no-win situation. 

      She set the box on the ground and after moving everything around in the trunk; she jammed the box in to fit. Closing her eyes and giving it all she had, she slammed the trunk shut.

      Checking her pocket for her keys and breathing a sigh of relief she hadn’t locked them in the trunk, she glanced over to where Poppy was standing at the top of the steps. Her hair sticking out all over the place and wearing her ancient and beat up chenille robe, she was a sorry sight on this freezing morning in early December. 

      Yep, it was what you’d call a cold enough to snow kind of day. In fact, Jessie was pretty sure she had already spotted a few snowflakes drift by while she was loading up her SUV. 

      Poppy didn’t look happy. 

      No, she looked miserable.

      But this was because seven-thirty in the morning wasn’t an hour Poppy was familiar with.  

      Most nights she worked late as a waitress, while during the day she attended Loyola. One year away from graduating with a master’s degree in hotel management and hospitality, her dream was to be a cruise ship director. 

      She was also not a morning person. So, the fact she was now standing out in the freezing cold and half asleep was a huge sacrifice on her part. Especially since she had also made it very clear, more times than Jessie wanted to count, by leaving, Jessie was making the biggest mistake of her life.

      As she saw it, Jessie was running away, taking the easy way out. She was a lawyer, for heaven’s sake. Shouldn’t she be able to come up with a way to prove her innocence? What good was all the experience she had gained over the past five years if she couldn’t even use what she’d learned to defend herself?

      Her arms wrapped around herself, the frown on Poppy’s face grew more pronounced as Jessie came running up the steps to say goodbye. 

      She pulled back from the hug Jessie tried to give her, giving a frustrated sigh. “Why do I have the feeling, no matter how much you deny it, you won’t be coming back? I know your plan is to stay only until your sister has the baby, but clearing all of your belongings from our apartment is sending a whole different message.”

      Jessie shoved her hands in her pockets, and for a few seconds she was silent. 

      Then she shook her head. “Okay, I’ll admit it… I’m not sure what my plans are, where I’ll end up next. But I know one thing... and this is I have no intention of becoming like my sister. Settling down in the small town we grew up in, and opening a cake and coffee shop might be her perfect dream, but it’s definitely not the life for me.”

      Poppy sighed. “I don’t know. Right now, it sounds pretty good to me. No stress, a friendly smile everywhere you turn, an old-fashioned kind of Christmas everywhere you look.”

      Jessie shook her head. “Yeah, maybe this time of year it’s not that bad. I know for Crystal it works. But I could never live in a small town again. Not after living in Manhattan and then Chicago. I’d feel like I was wasting my life away.”

      This small town Jessie was referring to?

      This would be Blossom Falls. The town where both she and Crystal were born. It was also where Crystal still lived with her husband, Joe McDonnell, and their ten-year-old son, Jackson.

      Jessie didn’t agree with Poppy’s claim she was running away. She had a perfectly good excuse for returning home. At almost eight and a half months pregnant, Crystal had just been told her blood pressure was much higher than it should be. According to her doctor, to avoid any complications, she needed to take it easy.

      For Crystal, this was a big problem. Crystal’s Coffee Cakes, a combination coffee shop and specialty coffee cake business, was now up against the busiest time of year.

      In the heart of town, it was a favorite of all the local residents. If you needed a birthday cake or a cake for any other special event, this was your best bet. 

      Or if you were more interested in only a good cup of coffee and getting the scoop on the town’s latest gossip, this was the place to be.  

      The holiday parties and events popping up around town were bringing in a record amount of business. For Thanksgiving alone, the little shop had turned out more than double the number of their Pumpkin-Praline Coffee Cakes than they had the last year.

      Crystal had only one assistant, Marilyn. She was more than willing to take on the extra hours, but one person just wouldn’t cut it this time of year.

      Last year, Joe had helped whenever he could. But now stationed in Afghanistan, he wasn’t expected home until late February.

      If all of this wasn’t enough, the doctor had also informed Crystal the baby could possibility make an appearance before Christmas.

      So, it was understandable she wasn’t handling this very well. It also explained the hysterical voice mail she left on Jessie’s phone yesterday. 

      At the time she left her message, Jessie was having problems of her own. Sitting in the office of Joe Dempsey ~ of the Dempsey, Baker and Ross Law Firm ~ she had just been told, because of a conflict of interest between her and the opposing lawyer, she was being removed from her current case. This was a case she had been preparing for over the last six months, twenty-four-seven. 

      In fact, after a long review of the situation, Joe Dempsey had decided it would be best if she took some time off. A sabbatical of sorts, at least until things blew over. Because, as much as he hated to do this, the firm couldn’t afford to lose this case. And if she stayed on, he felt she would only be a reminder of what transpired. 

      No matter how hard she tried to convince him otherwise, within a half hour, she found herself still in shock and hunched in the corner of the back seat of her taxi. Staring unseeingly out the window, not even the elaborate Christmas decorations on display since Thanksgiving could penetrate the state she was in.

      It was when she arrived home and listened to Crystal’s message, she decided her plea couldn’t have come at a better time.

      She was going home…

      Fate?

      Maybe… maybe, not.

      

      She glanced over at Poppy. “I guess I need time to think about what happened.” 

      She frowned. “I also need to talk to Chad. I’m pretty sure he had a big part in my leaving, since he didn’t take our break up very well. He’s been nasty ever since.”

      She sighed, shaking her head. “Unfortunately, since his grandfather was one of the founding partners of the firm, I don’t have a chance. It’s his word against mine.”

      Kicking at the pile of dead leaves on the porch, Poppy frowned. “Well, I hope you’re not planning to let him get away with this. This is your career he’s messing with. Have you called him?”

      Jessie shook her head. “I have no intentions of letting him get away with anything. And no, I haven’t talked to him. Right now, I’m too afraid of what I might say.” 

      Her mouth twisted in a wry smile. “You know what they say… you have the right to remain silent, anything you say can be used against you in court. The last thing I want is to have him accuse me of threatening him.”

      She reached over to give Poppy another hug. “Once your exams are over, if you decide not to go home to Michigan, come visit for a few days. I know my sister would welcome you with open arms. She likes nothing better than a full house during the Christmas holidays. The more the merrier is her motto. This could also be your chance to experience what goes on in a small town during the holiday season. I guess everyone should experience this at least once in their life. Both the good and the bad.”

      She turned and ran down the steps. After she gave Poppy one last wave, she got into her SUV. As she waited for an opening in the traffic, she glanced in her rearview mirror to see Poppy was still on the steps, watching her. Tempted to turn around and go back, she stepped on the gas. 

      You need to get on the freeway. Out of sight, out of mind, right?

      And why this sudden indecision?

      She was worried. And why wouldn’t she be? 

      This could be the end of her career. Her intuition was telling her Chad had no plans of letting up on his attacks soon. In fact, she wouldn’t put it past him to do whatever he could to ruin her chances of ever practicing law again.

      But right now? She needed a break.

      She wanted to hide away somewhere. Where she could forget about her career and everything that came along with it. 

      So, maybe she was the one who needed the small-town Christmas experience, not Poppy.

      A wistful smile touched her lips. Her parents had always made Christmas a special holiday for her and Crystal when they were young. And now with both of them gone, Crystal, Joe and Jackson were the only family she had. 

      What was it they said? 

      You always need family.

      Well, she definitely needed something…
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      Six hours later, Jessie was driving down Main Street and right into the town of Blossom Falls.

      As she took in the festive decorations, she had to hand it to the women’s club… when they set out to decorate for the holidays, they did it with a flair.

      There was definitely no holding back when it came to Christmas.

      Fresh pine trees loaded with lights, were mounted on the street lights, while more lights lined the roof tops and windows of each little shop and store lining the main street.

      At one end of the town square, giant candy canes lined both sides of a walkway leading to a huge Christmas tree decorated with giant ornaments and strung with what looked like a million lights. Right next to the tree was a life size gingerbread house, the multi colored candy roof and candy lined windows sparkling with even more lights. The sign on the door listed Santa’s schedule. Along with the reminder even though his workload was heavy this time of year he would do his best to listen to everyone’s requests.

      At the other end of the square, a life size nativity was on display, surrounded by pine trees strung with even more lights.

      She could see a booth selling chestnuts was set up in one corner, while another booth nearby was selling hot chocolate and baked goods.

      She wondered if any of the bakery being sold was supplied by Crystal’s Coffee Cakes. She needed to talk with Crystal about this. Convince her it would be a good advertisement for her business.

      She sighed. Unfortunately, this was something she and Crystal argued about all of the time.

      In Jessie’s mind, she had already envisioned an online site, the business becoming a supplier for grocery stores, maybe even eventually franchising out all across the country. If she invested in a full-scale advertising campaign, the possibilities were endless.

      While Crystal claimed  she wasn’t interested. She didn’t have the time nor the funds for something this. She also liked the way things were and was more than happy to keep it the same.

      So, this was going to be Jessie’s new project. She only needed to persuade Crystal to get on board.

      Now driving past Crystal’s Coffee Cakes, she glanced over to see business was slow, the shop empty of customers.

      It was when her gaze shifted back to the road, she was just in time to see a man had just reached the middle of the cross walk and was now in the path of her moving SUV.

      Oh, no, no, no, no…

      Sucking in a horrified gasp and gripping the steering wheel as hard as she could, she slammed on the brakes.
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        May you never be too grown up

        to search the skies on Christmas Eve.

        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      Max Kirby had arrived in Cleveland only yesterday.

      After spending most of the day at the ballpark, meeting what had to be at least a hundred people and knowing for a fact he’d never remember their names, he had crashed, going to bed early last night. To wake up this morning, greeted with blue skies and sunshine.

      Well, this is a positive omen. Wasn’t Cleveland known for its’ lack of sunny days?

      Whatever, he’d take it.

      After taking advantage of the hotel’s complimentary breakfast, thankful no one recognized him, but at the same time disappointed they hadn’t, he decided to go for a drive. Maybe this would give him an idea of where he’d like to live.

      Yeah, he wanted to see what was available in this town he hoped to call home for the next seven years or more.

      As he waited for the heat to come on in his car, he noticed the sun had disappeared. The clouds moving in were definitely hinting at snow.

      He sighed. Having grown up in California, before spending the last four years in Minnesota, he had hoped the weather in Cleveland would fall somewhere in between.

      Not happening, is it? The below freezing temperatures and snow are leaning more towards what you’d expect of Minnesota.

      Proof of this was the snowflake drifting down onto the windshield. When this was followed by another and then yet another, he shook his head.

      He had mixed feelings about this move to Cleveland.

      Yeah, his signed contract, with the promise of more money than he could possibly spend, had him feeling more than grateful. But that he was now considered one of most sought out professional baseball players, something he’d worked so hard at ever since he was just a kid, still felt more like a dream than reality.  

      And though he had never regretted the hard work involved, he hadn’t prepared himself for everything else that came with the job. Like the constant traveling, the trade rumors always swirling in the background. And most importantly, trusting his decisions regarding the future. His future.

      Like his dad had so eloquently phrased it, he had to grow up pretty fast.

      Never had he imagined, in less than twenty-four hours after he became a free agent, Cleveland would give him an offer he would’ve been crazy to refuse. And now, for the first time since he embarked on this whirlwind climb, he felt like he’d finally landed where he was meant to be.

      But this brought on big changes in his life. Having grown comfortable with his life in Minnesota, it had been hard to leave behind the many friends he’d made. Along with his girlfriend, Mandy.

      At least you thought she was your girlfriend…maybe even more. You had even gone as far as thinking about sharing a future together.

      Yeah, he had come so close to dropping the big one. You know… the will you marry me bombshell. But this all flew out the window when she broke up with him less than a month before he signed with Cleveland. Then, wasting no time, she got engaged to one of the other guys on the Minnesota team, leaving him more bewildered than angry.

      He told himself this was for the best. Marriage was a commitment he took seriously, a vow he wanted to honor. When he finally took that big step, he wanted it to last. He had his parents to thank for this. He wanted what they had. Married for over thirty years, they were still very much in love.

      This reminded him he needed to return his mother’s call about Christmas. Even after the craziness that comes from raising five children, she was never happier than when they all came together for the holidays.

      She’d made it perfectly clear his move to Cleveland wasn’t an excuse not to come home for Christmas. And since his schedule was pretty open until he reported for spring training in February, this would be the perfect time to reconnect with family.

      He smiled, shaking his head. A wild group, his brothers and sisters. They were all so different, in so many ways.

      Two years younger, his twin brothers, Richard and David, co-owned an advertising business in the same town the family had lived since his parents met in high school. David was the creative genius of the company, while Richard handled the finance and marketing end. They both claimed they were too busy building up the business to even think of getting involved in a relationship.

      His youngest sister, Christy, was a personal trainer. He could vouch for how good she was. She was dating a friend of his from high school, Sam Bowers. He also played professional ball, but in California.

      His older sister Susie was a pediatrician. She lived in Boston with her husband Ben, who was an orthopedic surgeon. They had three girls, Kellie, Mandi and Rachel. Every time he saw her, Susie claimed she and Ben were going to slow down, spend more time with the girls, take more time off. But their dedication to their work told Max this probably wouldn’t be happening soon.

      The snow was now coming down more steadily, giving him that snow globe feeling. Following the winding road he was on, not a clue where he was, he slowed down to read the sign posted on the side of the road.

      
        
        Welcome to Blossom Falls

        A Small Town with a Big Heart.

        Pop. 4003

        Est. 1837

      

      

      He drove on until he came to a stop sign. His right turn put him on Main Street, where another sign indicated the center of town was less than a mile down the road.

      Admiring the impressive assortment of well-kept Victorian-style homes he passed, he found himself at the top of a steep hill. For a long moment, he gazed down at the bustling, almost idyllic scene on display in front of him.

      Holy smokes, where the heck are you?

      Had he somehow entered another place and time?

      He was seriously beginning to think this was what happened. Given  that the scene now in front of him wasn’t like anything he’d ever seen before.

      He drove down to the bottom of the hill, stopping at the intersection to let a horse pulled carriage pass by in front of him. It was only after the car behind him gave a short beep, he continued down Main Street and into town.

      Driving slowly, he took it all in. From what he could see, there was every kind of shop imaginable… gifts for the home, women’s apparel, stationary, men’s clothing, shoes, boots, beauty products, perfumes and more. There was also a great variety of places to eat and drink. Whether it be coffee, wine, fine dining or the comfort of a home cooked meal, there was a place to appease your palette.

      Deciding it might be fun to do a little exploring, he pulled into the first available parking space he saw and shut off the ignition. After yanking on his knit hat and grabbing his gloves, a small café right across the street caught his eye. This bringing on a sudden need for a cup of hot coffee, he headed in that direction.

      He was halfway through the cross walk when he heard the loud screech of brakes.

      A way too close for comfort kind of screech.

      He froze.

      After a few seconds had passed, and he realized he was still alive and miraculously all in one piece, he let out the breath he’d been holding.

      He glanced over at the SUV, and right into the eyes of the driver that had come within inches of hitting him. A  woman, she was glaring at him over the steering wheel she was clutching in her hands. From what he could see, she was furious. So much more than she should be under the circumstances.

      Rooted to the spot, he stared back at her. He was confused. Was she angry at him? If so, why?

      If anyone had the right to be mad, shouldn’t it be you?

      

      Considering the loud screech from her sudden stop, one would think Jessie had been traveling a hundred miles an hour, if not more. The jarring sound was loud enough to have everyone stop what they were doing to see what was going on.

      Great, just great… you know how the people in Blossom Falls feel about speeding in town. They pride themselves on ticketing jay-walkers, if only to teach a lesson.

      Her heart thundering in her chest, she rested her forehead on the steering wheel. After she took a moment to get herself together, she lifted her head.

      Her eyes met those of the man she’d almost run over. And for some insane reason, the inquiring look he sent her, no doubt expecting an apology of some kind, made her furious.

      She sent him her most threatening look. The look she used in the courtroom when the witness wasn’t cooperating. When this didn’t seem to phase him, this irked her even more.

      Now Jessie knew she had no reason to be angry. If anything, she should thank her lucky stars she hadn’t hit him. She was the one at fault, not him. He wasn’t jay-walking. And even if he was, as a pedestrian, he had the right of way.

      If anyone should know this, it would be you. And if anyone were to be angry, it should be him.

      This meant she needed to send him a wave or smile… or something. But for some odd reason, she couldn’t.

      What’s your problem?

      She didn’t know why she felt like this, but there was something about this man that irritated her. Maybe it was the way he carried himself. Confident, his shoulders thrown back, his stride so sure and purposeful.

      She saw this as arrogant, controlling.

      It didn’t help he was also extremely attractive. His dark, slightly windblown hair, designer ski jacket and hiking boots sent out the vibes he was a man of the world. Whether it was off to the ski slopes in the winter or wine country in the summer, he would always be ready for the next new adventure.

      She frowned. She’d be willing to bet he was here to meet up with his picture-perfect girlfriend for dinner. He definitely wasn’t married.

      Nope, he wasn’t ready yet to settle down.

      Yes, there was no doubt about it, he was the type of man who was out of bounds, best left alone.

      

      A confused shake of his head, Max turned and continued across the street. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had given him such a look. Whatever had made her so angry, and he’d be willing to bet it had nothing to do with him, it would be in his best interest to ignore her and move on.

      An angry woman was the one thing that scared him. Fortunately, he had come up against one only two or three times in his life, but this was more than enough.

      It was while he was waiting for a crying toddler to be picked up from the path in front of him, for some insane reason, he turned around to see if the woman was still there.

      She was.

      And she was watching him.

      Once again, their eyes met, and after what he’d describe as a half frown, half smile flashing across her face, she sent him a wave and drove off.

      Now he was more bewildered than ever.

      Do you think she lives here?

      He shook his head. Nah, he doubted this.

      But say she did… what if the two of you were to meet again?

      But this is crazy… why would he want to see her again?

      Feeling unsettled, blaming this on his near brush with death, he walked even faster, the need for that cup of coffee now even more urgent.

      
        
        Crystal’s Coffee Cakes.

      

      

      He gazed up at the sign hanging above the door. It was a name that fit right in with everything else he’d seen so far in this picture perfect little town.

      Well… everything except the woman who tried to kill you.

      His hand on the door handle, he paused. Call him crazy, but there was also one more thing he couldn’t stop thinking about. And that he was even thinking this, made little sense.

      He wondered… was it possible to have eyes that blue?

      Again, why are you even still thinking about her?

      He pushed open the door.

      It was time to move on.

      

      As Jessie drove away, it was a struggle not to look back, maybe catch another glimpse of Mr. Perfect, this the nickname she gave him.

      Not perfect for her, of course. Oh, no… if you remember, she’d already decided she didn’t like him. But if she were to run into him again—and yes, she realized this was a terrible choice of words since this is what she already almost did—she still wouldn’t like him.

      Right?

      She groaned, dragging her hand through her hair. She was going to blame her befuddled state on the long day she’d had. On the road now for almost seven hours, her only stops for gas and coffee, she was not only tired, but hungry, too.

      Yeah… this was her excuse. Once she got to Crystal’s, took a shower, and had something to eat, she’d feel more like herself.

      She just needed to slow down a little, stop thinking so much.

      Then everything would be all right.
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      As soon as Max walked into Crystal’s Coffee Cakes, he was transported right back to his childhood and the times he’d spent with his grandparents.

      As you can imagine, with five kids in the family, a weekend spent alone with them had been a special treat.

      The kitchen had been his grandmother’s favorite room in the house, where it always smelled like a bakery because of the huge jar of cinnamon she kept on the stove. Adding it to almost everything she made, she claimed even a pinch or two made a recipe come to life.

      He’d spent hours with her in that kitchen, the time they shared, leaving him with some of the best memories of his childhood.

      He smiled as he gazed around at the small space.  The décor was like something out of a movie. The walls were wallpapered in a red and white checkered pattern and red tablecloths covered the three small tables lined up next to the windows.

      At first glance, it appeared as though he was the only one in the shop. Thinking everyone must be in the back, he pulled off his hat and stuffed it in his pocket. Then he meandered over to the counter to look at the bakery in the display case.

      According to what was printed out on the blackboard behind the counter, these were the flavors of the day.

      
        
        
        Cinnamon Raisin Coffee Cake

        Cinnamon Apple Coffee Cake

        Cinnamon Cheesecake Coffee Cake

        Cinnamon S’More Coffee Cake

      

      

      

      This assortment of cakes was available in three sizes —  the bundt coffee cake, a standard loaf and the ever so popular mini coffee cakes.

      At least this was what was written on the blackboard.

      Still in no hurry, Max studied the drink menu posted on the wall behind the counter. There seemed to be as many choices of coffee flavors as there were cakes.

      This now had him both hungry and thirsty, his stomach giving a growl in anticipation.

      He cleared his throat. “Hello? Is anyone here?”

      At first this was met with silence. Then he heard what sounded like someone mumbling in the back room.

      If he wasn’t mistaken, it was a woman.

      Suddenly on alert, he dragged his hand through his hair.

      Geeez… why do you have a bad feeling about this?

      He didn’t know if he was up to meeting any of the other women in this town. Not after his encounter with the woman who almost mowed him down in broad daylight .

      But again, he was hungry… and coffee would really hit the spot right now.

      After clearing his throat, he called out again. “Hey, hello… are you open for business?”

      He finally received a response. A very faint one.

      “I think I could use some help?”

      Well, who was he to turn down a damsel in distress?

      Slowly skirting around the counter, he cautiously made his way into the back room.

      A woman, obviously very pregnant was sitting on the floor. Leaning against the refrigerator with her eyes closed, she looked completely done in.

      He was next to her in a flash. “Are you okay? What happened? Should I call the EMS?”

      Granted, he may have over-reacted, but the woman looked like she was about to go into labor any minute.

      And he knew nothing… absolutely nothing about what procedure to follow when a woman was about to give birth.

      He vaguely remembered watching a movie where this was about to happen. But the only thing that stuck with him was the request for hot water and towels. What these were for, he couldn’t tell you. And he wasn’t too sure if he really wanted to know.

      At least not now, you don’t.

      This was when he saw her name embroidered on her shirt… Crystal.

      Ah… she must be the owner.

      He took a deep breath.

      “Crystal, whatever you want me to do, just tell me. But, no matter what, I won’t leave you.”

      She opened her eyes only a crack and for what felt like forever, she studied him. Then she sighed. “Isn’t this typical of my kind of luck? Every woman dreams about how once in her life, a handsome and sexy man comes to her rescue, sweeping her up off her feet and whisking her away from danger.”

      Her smile was wistful. “And of course, when this happens to me?”

      She began counting off on her fingers. “One, I’m already married. Two, I’m pregnant and weigh a ton. And three? I’m certainly not looking my best.”

      At first, he said nothing. He was still having a little bit of a hard time getting over the one word she used to describe him.

      Sexy? She thinks you’re sexy? Hmm…

      A smile tweaked the corner of his mouth. This was a new one for him. He’d been referred to as athletic, rugged, or maybe even going as far as handsome, but never… no, never… had a woman told him she thought he was sexy.

      And he liked it.

      He felt confident, yet at the same time, sort of reckless. Wild and dangerous, even…

      He gave her one of his best grins. “Out of all the pregnant women I’ve run into lately, you are by far the most beautiful of all. Now please, tell me… are you okay? Do I need to call for help?”

      She patted the floor next to her. “Here, sit down next to me. I’m fine. Believe it or not, it was a pretty graceful fall. And now, I only need a few minutes to recoup. Then you should be able to help me up. You appear to be more than strong enough.”

      Deciding it was probably best not to argue with a woman in her condition, he did as she asked.

      She smiled over at him. “So, tell me… what’s your name? Are you just visiting? Because I have a feeling you aren’t from around here. I would’ve recognized you if you were.”

      She peered more closely at him. “Though you do look sort of familiar.” Her eyes lit up. “Are you a doctor of some kind? Maybe I saw you advertised in one of these coupon circulars we get in the mail?”

      He chuckled, shaking his head. “In answer to all of your questions, my name is Max, short for Maxwell and named after my grandfather. I’m not from around here, but in the process of moving because my career brought me here. And, I’m definitely not a doctor.”

      He shook his head. “I get kind of queasy when it comes to that kind of thing. I couldn’t even dissect a frog in my high school biology class. I had to leave the room.”

      He shook his head just thinking about this. His friends still took every chance they could to razz him about this.

      She gave a slow nod. “So, you’re planning to move here… somewhere around Cleveland. Is your job in the city?”

      He nodded. “Yes, but I’m ready to give up city living. I’d like some grass, trees, a space-between-neighbors-kind-of-place. I grew up in the Napa Valley area of California and I miss that kind of life.”

      She was shaking her head. “Oh dear, you do realize you’re in Ohio, don’t you? You might want to think of changing your requirements to apple orchards and lake-side living. Not that we don’t have a lot of great places to live outside of the city. So, you should be able to find something.”

      She frowned. “My sister Jessie lives in Chicago. I wish she’d get tired of city life. She’s coming for Christmas to help out since my husband won’t be home until January.”

      At his raised eyebrow, she sighed. “He’s in Afghanistan, won’t be home until February.”

      He nodded. “Wow… must be hard. But you must also be so proud.”

      She shrugged. “It’s been hard, being pregnant and all. But this doesn’t mean I don’t support him. Because I do… totally.” She grinned. “And, this time, our ten-year-old son Jackson took his father very seriously when he told him he had to be the man of the house.”

      After a short silence, she looked over at him. “I know we don’t have the ocean, but we do have Lake Erie, along with our share of beautiful sunsets. And as far as wineries go, we’re still new to this growing-grapes-for-wine thing. But we do like to drink it now and then.”

      Her eyes lit up again. “And don’t forget the change of the seasons.”

      “Woooooo Hoooooo… Crystal, where are you? I need a cake.”

      A look of panic on her face, Crystal began struggling to get off the floor. “Oh, no… it’s Robin Miller. I forgot… she sent a text she’d be stopping by to pick
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