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      Danny Burroughs rubbed the back of his neck as he eyed his little sister Ebony. ‘A browband.’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, holding his gaze with the kind of freakish, wide-eyed intensity only the truly horse-mad possess. ‘A pink and blue one. You’ll have to order it.’

      ‘Order it? Ebs, it’s less than a week before Christmas. There’s no way they’ll get it delivered in time.’

      Ebony threw him one of her ‘der’ looks and folded her arms. ‘They make them in the shop. Just tell them it’s for me and that you’ll pick it up Christmas Eve.’

      ‘Still a bit tight, isn’t it?’

      ‘A bit. But if you call in today it should be all right.’ She dropped the sneery teen act to regard him from under her lashes. ‘Please? I really want one.’

      Danny sighed, aware he was being conned. Again. ‘All right.’

      Although when he’d manage to fit a visit in to O’Brien’s Saddlery, he had no idea. Between his day job at Levenham Windmills and his evening shifts at the Australian Arms Hotel, he barely had time to scratch himself let alone chase pink and blue browbands. But it was his own fault for asking Ebs direct what she wanted for Christmas instead of consulting his mum, who would at least have offered alternatives. Now he was trapped.

      ‘Yay!’ Ebs clapped her hands and bounced up to kiss his cheek before tearing off outside, no doubt to tell her pony Hobbles the good news.

      Danny shook his head. Pain in the bum, but truth was Ebs had every male member of his family crooked around her little finger. Mum — who’d learned a thing or two bringing up two boys — was made of sterner stuff, but even she was susceptible to Ebony’s charms when caught at the right moment.

      But he loved seeing her happy, and Christmas was for kids and Ebs was still very much one, even if she didn’t consider herself so now she’d reached the mighty age of thirteen. ‘The accident’ — as she was sometimes secretly, fondly referred to thanks to the large age gap between the Burroughs brothers and their sister — was a joy to the family and adored by all. Something Ebs was very aware of and exploited mercilessly.

      Danny glanced at the kitchen clock. Almost 6 pm. Normally the saddlery would be closed by now but it was Thursday night, and in South Australia’s country towns that meant the shops stayed open for late night shopping. If he rushed, he might make the saddlery before his shift at the pub.
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      A hundred and fifty metres or so back from the corner, where Levenham’s main street connected with the highway and a petrol station flashed garish yellow and red even when closed, three uninspiring shops huddled side by side like old gossips.

      The first was a charity shop — its window of red-and-green-themed clothes racks and Christmas bric-a-brac half obscured by a rusting blue donation bin. Next to it was a marine supplies. The last was O’Brien’s Saddlery.

      Hogging one of the four car parking spaces was a life-sized plastic display horse on trolley wheels. A pair of deer antlers were stuck to its head, while on its back — straddled and leaning back in a yee-haa pose like a bronco rider — was a Santa. Except this Santa was dressed in a blue shearer’s singlet, red shorts, and wore a bush hat with corks dangling from the brim.

      Danny grinned. Someone had a sense of humour.

      Every parking space in front of the shops was taken. Chucking a quick U-turn, he slid into a roadside park further up the street and got out. He had five minutes to get the browband ordered but from the look of the car park, Danny didn’t like his chances.

      He strode for the door, pushed it open and was immediately hit by a blast of air-conditioning, some honey-voiced crooner singing ‘Santa Baby’, and the earthy scent of leather. He made his way to the back counter, past a grim-faced woman going through a rack of halters, and regarded the line ahead of him with frustration.

      Four others waited, and from their pissed-off expressions and the way they were glancing at their watches, they’d been doing so for a while. An extremely pretty brown-haired girl was at the register, ringing up a purchase. Her lightly freckled cheeks were flushed and tendrils of hair had escaped her bun to fall around her face. She was wearing a bright red top with a cartoon reindeer on the front, the singlet’s cut revealing tanned, muscled arms and very straight shoulders. She was his age, mid-twenties maybe. A quick glance at her hands revealed no rings.

      Pretty, possibly single, and here was Danny looking like a dick in a Santa suit. He could kill his boss, he really could. There was such a thing as taking the Christmas spirit too far, and Jase had done it.

      ‘Oh,’ said the woman Saddlery Girl was serving, holding up a finger. ‘Just one more thing.’ She dashed off, leaving the girl to smile a brittle apology at the other customers.

      ‘I won’t be long.’

      Danny’s eyebrows lifted at the English accent, so incongruous to her freckled, summery Australianness.

      ‘You said that five minutes ago,’ muttered the bloke in front of Danny, throwing another look at his watch. He clocked Danny’s stupid costume. ‘Nice suit.’

      Like he hadn’t been hearing that all week. But Danny never saw the point in being cranky, and it was Christmas. Season to be jolly and all that.

      ‘Thanks. Just spreading the cheer.’

      He glanced back at Saddlery Girl and found her looking him up and down. Realising she’d been caught, she raised a single eyebrow. Danny smiled and winked, delighted when she grinned broadly in return, showing off perfect white teeth and laughter-filled golden hazel eyes.

      The entire room somersaulted.

      Oh man, she was pretty.

      The woman customer returned with a rainbow-coloured horse lead. Danny checked his watch and muttered a quiet, very un-Christmassy curse. There was no way he was going to get served in time.

      He stepped out of line, catching Saddlery Girl’s eye again as she looked up. ‘I’ll come back.’

      Dismay furrowed her brow and she spread her hands in a gesture of apology.

      He gave her an ‘it’s okay’ shrug. Poor thing really did look flustered. If he was quick he might be able to call back in on his break.

      Luck, though, wasn’t on Danny’s side. The Arms was heaving when he arrived. Added to the usual regulars and the Thursday night shopping and payday crowd, the back bar was crammed with boisterous young singles returning to Levenham for Christmas from university or new careers elsewhere. The wait at the bar was two deep and, with darkness still ages away, likely to get deeper as people finished their outside activities and wandered in for a drink or meal.

      Danny endured calls of ‘Nice suit!’ and ‘Ho ho ho!’ as he pushed towards the bar. He surreptitiously gave those he knew well the finger, the others he waved off with a good-natured grin.

      He lifted the timber divider and ducked through. Thanks to Jason the publican’s un-brilliant idea, all the staff were in costume. Danny had drawn the short straw and scored Santa. Tall and rangy, with spiky dark hair and brown eyes, Danny was as far from Santa as a bloke could get. Barry, the grey-haired manager, had fared even worse as Frosty the Snowman, while Karen Simms — who’d been working at the pub almost as long as Barry — had drawn Mrs Claus. The only person who didn’t look ridiculous was Lily, one of the casual bar staff, who was as cute as a button in her elf suit.

      ‘No dramas?’ Danny asked Karen as he passed.

      ‘Not yet.’ Karen nodded to a group of barely legal young men in the back bar. ‘Might be later though.’

      Danny assessed them quickly. Like Karen, experience had taught him what to look for and this lot spelled trouble. From the way Jase was observing them, he agreed.

      ‘I’ll keep a watch,’ said Danny.

      As suspected, the night descended into bedlam. Usually Danny could manage a quick chat to mates and regulars during his shift, but the bar was so flat out he struggled to keep up with orders. When the predicted scuffle broke out around ten, Danny helped Jase heft the troublemakers out, which earned them abuse from the drunks but plenty of cheers from rest of the patrons who’d had enough of their mouthiness and spilled beers.

      His break came and went. Not wanting to leave the rest short-handed, Danny took enough time for a quick drink and a few pinched chips in the kitchen, before returning to the fray. By the time the bar closed and he’d helped with the clearing up, it was well past midnight.

      He drove home to his parents’ farm, exhausted and longing for Sunday and the freedom of a day to himself. It wasn’t until he was climbing wearily into bed that Danny realised he’d missed the saddlery. With a groan he tapped out a quick reminder on his phone, checked his alarm was set, and collapsed into a dead sleep.
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      Danny regarded the car park in front of the saddlery. Every space was taken, even the ones further along the road. He only had an hour for lunch and he didn’t want to waste it standing in line, no matter how pretty the girl serving behind the counter.

      He parked his ute and strode to the saddlery. At least this time he wasn’t in his Santa suit, although his work gear — with its multiple grease stains and embroidered LW logo with his name beneath — wasn’t exactly a fashion statement either.

      One look at Saddlery Girl and he wished he’d worn his new cargo-pants, but Danny had woken so knackered he’d just grabbed the first pair of work duds he spied. Even harried she was pretty, whereas he just looked like a bogan.

      She was standing at a rotating rack of bridles, lifting and replacing styles as the woman assessing them dithered over her choice. Today, instead of a bun, she’d caught her hair in a long thick plait that fell down the back of her sky blue T-shirt and made Danny wonder what her hair would be like loose. Glorious, he reckoned. The sort of hair a bloke would want to fist his hands in while …

      He gave himself a hefty mental kick. Now was not the time for thinking about sex. He had a browband to order, a lunch to eat, and a job to get back to.

      At least seven other people were browsing the shop, all casting annoyed glances in Saddlery Girl’s direction. Danny was struck by an urge to tell them to bugger off and leave her alone, she was trying her best.

      Although why there weren’t more staff on was a mystery. And where was old O’Brien himself?

      ‘Oh, hello again,’ she said when Danny neared, then glanced around the shop. ‘I’m sorry, it’ll be a wait.’

      ‘I just need to order something.’

      ‘Does this one come in black?’ asked the woman she was serving, thrusting a bridle at Saddlery Girl and glaring briefly at Danny. Clearly the background croon of ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing’ was having no effect on her mercy mild.

      Saddlery Girl winced an apology Danny’s way and began checking the racks. ‘No, looks like we only have brown.’

      ‘Can you get one in?’

      ‘Not in time, I’m afraid.’

      The woman pursed her lips.

      ‘It’s a lovely bridle,’ said Saddlery Girl, her slightly posh accent making her sound trustworthy as well as knowledgeable. ‘Made from hide that’s been vegetable tanned rather than chrome tanned. It’s a longer process, more expensive too, but the result is a much higher quality leather. This is tack made to last, both in terms of durability and in looks. See how fine the hand stitching is? And the smoothness, and even colour of the leather? I’m sure your daughter will love it.’

      The woman fingered the bridle. Danny imagined the telepathic yells from the other browsers as they willed her to make a decision.

      ‘I tell you what,’ said Saddlery Girl, ‘if she doesn’t like it, bring it back and we’ll order it in black.’

      ‘Okay. Thanks.’

      One down, but plenty more to go. Danny admired Saddlery Girl’s bum as she walked to the counter. Her jeans hung low on her hips and though they weren’t skinny-jean tight, they fitted in all the right places. So did that T-shirt. He envied the lurid green Grinch on the front, so close to her round breasts. No wonder it was smirking. He would be too, and then some.

      Danny gave his head a knuckle-rub. Man, he needed to get a grip.

      Ten more minutes passed, then fifteen, then twenty. After half an hour, he gave up. He didn’t offer a farewell. Saddlery Girl was crouched at a display of jodhpurs with her back to him and he didn’t want to make her feel bad. Besides, he’d be back after work.

      Except come knock-off, that idea took it in the shorts when the boss shouted drinks after work. It was the last Friday before Christmas, and with a couple of other staff members taking off on holidays, Danny could hardly refuse to stay for at least one. Then, when the boss announced they’d all had bonuses transferred into their accounts, Danny was compelled stay for another, although this time a soft-drink.

      Even drinking fast, all he had time for was a quick wash and a change into his stupid Santa suit before racing to the Arms for his shift, only to discover on arrival that Karen had been flattened by a case of dodgy fruit-mince tart food-poisoning and wouldn’t be in. With the short notice and bar staff in heavy demand across the town, there was no chance of filling the shortage, leaving the usual crew — plus Jason’s wife who’d been roped in to help — to pick up the slack.

      Danny managed a ten-minute break to wolf down his dinner before he was back at it, and though he shouldn’t have had time to think about Saddlery Girl, he did. And not just because he still hadn’t organised Ebony’s Christmas present.

      He hadn’t felt this attracted to a girl in ages. It wasn’t just that she was pretty, or looked hot in jeans and a T-shirt, or had an intriguing accent. She was cheerful, even under stress, and seemed to have that can-do attitude so many people his age lacked. He admired that in a person because it was a quality he valued in himself.

      The mystery was, why he hadn’t noticed her around town before? And more puzzlingly, why hadn’t Ebs said anything? His sister had an annoying habit of trying to pair her single brothers off and with the girl working in Ebony’s favourite of Levenham’s two saddleries, she was bound to know her. Yet she hadn’t said a word.

      If you didn’t count the must-have browband.

      Hmm.
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      It was half-past twelve when Jase told him to get his arse out of sight. Danny wanted to help clean up but the publican was adamant, and truth was Danny was dead on his feet and he had cricket Saturday afternoon. The rate he was going he’d be too owl-eyed to see his teammates, let alone bat or catch.

      Unable to help himself, he took the longer route home via the main street, astonished to find the saddlery’s lights still blazing. Some crazy part of Danny had him pulling to the kerb opposite, where he sat for a minute, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel and watching the window. Suddenly a slim figure appeared, quickly selected something from a shelf and hurried off.

      What the hell was she still doing at work?

      Danny tapped his fingers some more. Pretty bad manners to disturb someone this late but he needed to order the browband. Ebs would kill him if he failed to deliver on Christmas Day.

      He stopped tapping and opened the ute door. If Saddlery Girl told him to piss off — which she had every right to — he’d cop it on the chin, but if she took the order then it was another thing he could quit worrying about.

      And if it all went well, he might even find the balls to ask her out.

      He jogged across the road and slowed to a walk. Seeping from under the door was the unmistakable sound of 70s rockers Slade singing ‘Merry Christmas Everybody’. As the chorus came up, Slade was joined by another voice, out of tune but sung with gusto. He paused at the window and grinned as he spotted Saddlery Girl at the counter, singing loudly as she flicked through a loose pile of paper. Extracting a sheet, she belted out the chorus at the top of her voice and disappeared into the rear workshop.

      Danny laughed and went to rap on the door, only to stop as a burst of common sense assaulted him. It was quarter to one on a Friday night in a quiet street in a country town, and he was a stranger dressed in a Santa suit. He’d have to be mad to think this could end well.

      ‘Don’t be a dickhead,’ he muttered and headed back to the road. Halfway across the car park Danny stopped and swung back. He was meant to be helping his dad first thing, then he had cricket, but Saddlery Girl was in and he needed to order the bloody browband, and the shop was likely to be even busier Saturday morning than previous days. Two steps later Danny paused again, reversed, and with a frustrated growl, forced himself to walk on, only to halt and swing around when he heard the shop door open.

      Slade had given way to The Darkness, another over-the-top British band. Danny wouldn’t have had a clue, only Barry loved them and had once forced Danny to listen to an entire album one quiet Sunday morning shift at the Arms.

      ‘You’re early,’ she said. ‘Christmas Eve is still five —’ She glanced at her watch, ‘— make that four, days away.’

      Danny blinked in confusion. Then, remembering his costume, he grinned. She was propped against the doorjamb with her arms crossed. He studied her expression for a moment. A bit wary, definitely, but not unamused.

      He spread his arms. ‘Just reconnoitring for the big fella. You know, checking access, that sort of thing.’ Still smiling, he walked towards the door but made sure to stop a few metres away. ‘Hate to see him get stuck.’

      She bent forward and peered up the street. Car headlights flashed for a moment and disappeared when the vehicle turned off. She regarded him once more. ‘I thought elves looked after that sort of thing.’

      ‘All in bed. Lazy sods.’

      She studied his eyes and he tried to keep them wide. ‘Where you should be, by the looks.’

      The mention of his fatigue brought on a yawn. Danny smothered it with his hand and smiled when she caught the same contagion. ‘Where we all should be at this hour.’

      She shrugged. ‘No rest for this elf. What can I do for you?’

      ‘I need to order a browband. For a bridle.’

      ‘I know what browbands are for.’ She pointed upward, indicating the shop’s signage. ‘Saddlery. We’re experts in that kind of thing.’

      ‘Sorry.’ He shook his head in an attempt to clear it but all he could think of was how gorgeous she looked with the servo lighting from up the street turning her hazel eyes gold-flecked and sparkling. Tiredness blushed her cheeks, but even though she looked deader on her feet than him, her mouth still curved in a smile.

      He really wanted to kiss that mouth.

      She raised an eyebrow, waiting. ‘Any particular kind of browband?’

      ‘Yeah.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Sorry. It’s some sort of special thing. Leather flowers across the front.’ Danny indicated his own forehead and quickly dropped his hand when he realised how stupid he must look. ‘With sparkly bits.’

      ‘I know the ones. What colours?’

      ‘Pink and blue.’

      Her grin broadened. ‘Interesting choice.’

      ‘It’s not for me. It’s for my sister Ebony. For Christmas.’

      ‘For Christmas?’ She glanced inside the shop, shoulders sagging, her expression suddenly giving way to fatigue. She rubbed her mouth. ‘I’m sorry. There’s a waiting list for those. A long one. Maybe if you’d ordered it earlier . . .’

      Danny’s gut sank into his Santa boots. ‘You can’t do it.’

      She hesitated, stroking her neck as she studied him. ‘It’s for Ebony? Ebony Burroughs?’

      ‘Yeah.’ He held out his hand. ‘I’m Danny, her brother.’

      Her hand was soft and slightly greasy, from leather conditioner he supposed. The contact was brief but her grip firm. A proper handshake. Confident. He liked that.

      ‘Beth Wells.’

      ‘Nice to meet you, Beth.’ Beth the Brit. The idea made Danny grin and quickly hide it in case she thought he was drunk. Which, in her presence, he kind of felt. Certainly he was acting the bumbling twit enough.

      ‘And you. Ebony has mentioned you a few times.’

      ‘She has?’

      The pink flush in her cheeks deepened. ‘And your brother Nick.’

      ‘Ah. Right,’ he said, understanding. Bloody Ebs and her matchmaking. Although in this instance it was hard to be cranky with her. Beth Wells was gorgeous and it looked like Danny had the jump on his brother for once.

      ‘She’s a nice girl. I’d really hate to let her down.’ Beth scraped her teeth over her bottom lip and glanced again towards the back of the shop.

      ‘It’s okay. If you can’t do it, you can’t do it. Ebs’ll survive.’ Although Danny wasn’t sure the same could be said for him.

      She sighed. ‘I’m really sorry. They’re not difficult to make, but they are fiddly and time-consuming, and there are already five others on the waiting list. I’m going to have to work right through to get those made as it is. With the shop so busy there’s simply no time during the day, plus I have repairs, shelves to stock. Sleep when I can fit it in.’

      ‘It’s fine.’ Danny smiled to show he meant it, then frowned. ‘Hang on a minute, did you just say you’re making them?’

      ‘Who else?’

      ‘I don’t know. John? He still owns the place, doesn’t he?’

      ‘He does, but he’s currently indisposed. There’s me or nobody.’

      ‘So you’re . . .’

      ‘Manager, dogsbody, saddler.’ She crossed her hands over her chest. ‘You name it, I’m it.’

      ‘Saddler?’

      Beth gave a single nod. ‘Qualified saddler.’

      ‘Wow.’

      ‘Wow indeed.’

      Danny glanced at his ute and back at Beth. He was knackered but she looked worse. Still heart-stoppingly pretty though, and it was Christmas. Time of goodwill, peace among men and all that.

      ‘I don’t suppose . . .’ Danny shook his head. Stupid idea. Dumb. ‘Thanks for talking to me. I’ll let you get back to work.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing. Don’t worry about it.’

      She stepped towards him, frowning. ‘Come on, what?’

      ‘It’s stupid.’ But Beth was looking at him, puzzled and tired and lovely, and it made Danny’s mouth go in a completely different direction to his head. ‘I don’t suppose . . .’

      Beth raised her eyebrows and twirled her hand in a ‘spit it out’ motion.

      ‘You’d like a helping hand from Santa?’
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