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            A note to readers …

          

        

      

    

    
      This story originally appeared in the Santa, Baby anthology, which is no longer in print. A few minor adjustments have been made to this version.

      

      Listen to Your Heart: A Not-So Point Perry Christmas is a heartwarming celebrity redemption Christmas romance written in American English. So, depending on where you’re reading my book, you might find a ‘z’ instead of an ‘s’ or some other spelling variation.

      

      Em dashes are my love language—you’ll spot them everywhere! And yes, this story is 100 percent me, not AI.

      

      Trigger warnings: reference to the death of a child, postnatal depression, PTSD, and childhood cancer.
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        For every reader who believes in forgiveness, redemption, and the magic of Christmas.

        May this story wrap you in hope and happily-ever-afters.
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      “Hello, young man. I would love to know your name and what you’re wishing for this Christmas.”

      The confident but gravelly and captivating Santa voice pulls me from my gift purchases as the server wraps tissue paper around the Bavarian-inspired Leavenworth snow globes and gently places them into a calico tote, along with a beautiful hand-knitted scarf and postcards to send back home to Carter. I pass over the cash, thank the server, and quickly turn to avoid recognition …

      Just as the server says, “Thanks for visiting us, Hanna. Your movie was just heartbreaking. It had me sobbing, but it was so good. Hope you enjoy your stay in Chelan County.”

      My eyes dart around the crowded café and gift store; thankfully, no one seems to have heard. Turning back at the server, I give her a friendly smile. “It’s cold but beautiful. And thank you.”

      There’s that velvety voice again. My focus shifts back to Santa’s Wonderland, a cozy corner of the store. A little boy, who couldn’t be more than my son Carter’s age, cuddles up against Santa, tugging on Santa’s beard and revealing a hint of five-day-old brown stubble. The boy’s woolen coat looks threadbare, and his faded jeans are nowhere near long enough to keep his ankles warm. Oh my heart. Big feelings are already choking me today at what I’m missing out on, what I almost gave up for good. Seeing this boy has a way of making everything bubble to the surface. My throat tightens, and tears gather in my eyes as I discreetly lower my cap to conceal my emotions while inching closer to catch every word that escapes the boy’s lips.

      “My name’s Sonny. And I’d like a new pair of boots, please. And a warm scarf for Momma.” His voice is barely a whisper, and his eyes are filled with silent pleas. My heart constricts like someone’s squeezing it with a fist, and I press my hand to my chest where the pain stirs.

      Without thinking, my gaze shifts to the boy’s feet. Mismatched socks poke through holes in the toes of his scuffed boots. The front door swings open. A gust of wind sweeps in, and a shiver runs down my spine. Given how cold my feet feel, even with thermal socks and fleece boots, I can only imagine the extreme coldness this boy must be experiencing.

      “Well, I have just the thing for you, Sonny.” Santa reaches into a large red sack next to his chair and pulls out a rectangular box wrapped in brown paper with a large gold bow on the top. The boy’s eyes widen, and the corner of his mouth pulls into a shy smile. Santa’s does the same, causing his white beard to sway.

      “Can I open it now?” With a glimmer of excitement in his eyes, the boy swiftly takes off the bow. “Please?”

      “Absolutely!” The tinkling sound of the bell on Santa’s hat fills the room as he nods, adding to the holiday cheer.

      With gusto, Sonny rips the paper from around the box and screws it into a ball—which Santa’s helper takes and tosses into a nearby trash can—before lifting the box lid to reveal a pair of shiny black leather boots with sheepskin poking from the top.

      Struggling to keep the tears at bay, I clench my teeth and bite down on my lip, the sharp pain distracting me as Sonny wraps his arms around Santa’s neck. “Thank you.” He pulls back and gives Santa a meaningful stare. “How did you have boots here already when I only just told you I wanted some? And how do you know my size? And that I like black ones and not brown?”

      The way he rattles off the questions is so like Carter that it brings another squeeze to my already constricted heart.

      “Well, Sonny.” Santa pushes his wire-rimmed glasses back up his nose. “I’m always watching with the elves, and I wanted you to have them today because it’s snowing, and I knew your boots had a hole in them.”

      Sonny’s eyes widen in awe as he takes in Santa’s words. “Wow. You knew all that?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      With a beaming smile, dimples and all, he throws his arms around Santa’s neck before jumping off his lap and plopping down on the floor where he tugs off his worn-out boots and then sets them aside. Also in the box is a new pair of thick socks, which Sonny pulls on over the ones he is already wearing. After Santa ties the laces, Sonny, eager in his new boots, jumps up and down with excitement, doing a little dance on the spot. “Thank you again, Mr. Santa.” Their hands meet, one gloved in white, the other outstretched, and they share a friendly shake.

      “And I haven’t forgotten about your momma’s scarf. My elves have made a note.” With a determined glint in his eye, Santa winks.

      Stepping out from my concealed spot behind the shelves adorned with twinkling Christmas decorations in the charming Pining for You café, I take a tentative step forward. “Actually, Sonny”—I retrieve the thick knitted scarf from the tote and slip it into the paper shopping bag with the new gloves I’d purchased for myself earlier from Leavenworth Gifts and Knick Knacks—“here, this is for your momma. Merry Christmas.”

      Sonny hesitantly takes the bag. “Thank you, miss. That is very kind. Momma will be happy, and I’ll get to see her smile.” He extends his other hand to me (what beautiful manners). I shake it, admiring the way his holly-colored eyes flicker between me and Santa. Skipping toward the veranda filled with freshly cut Christmas trees from the farm beyond the full parking lot, he steals a quick look over his shoulder. “Thank you! This
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