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      “Thank you for flying with us. Merry Christmas,” I said, with a smile that was only halfway forced.

      The passenger, a poor fellow laden with packages, nodded with a greeting in kind.

      I adjusted the wreath that was falling sliding off his shoulder. Flying on our small commuter airline was the only way he could get away with flying with so much stuff.

      “Take care now,” I said and blew out a breath of relief as he walked through the door and down the steps.

      He was the last passenger.

      The last passenger on the last flight.

      Just one week from Christmas and as of the end of the day today, our airline was no longer Metro Commuters.

      Big companies didn’t care about the little person at the bottom. They only cared about the bottom line.

      And the bottom line involved our little airline being bought out by a big airline company. And they had their own people. Their own pilots. Their own flight attendants.

      Rachael, my friend and coworker, stood beside me now.

      It didn’t even matter that Rachael and I and the other two flight attendants on the alternating shift knew what we were doing. And we were good at our jobs.

      “So,” she said. “I guess that’s it.”

      “I guess so,” I said. I didn’t have to pretend to smile anymore.

      I could be myself.

      And myself was most certainly not in the Christmas spirit.

      “Have you found another job yet?” Rachael asked.

      “I haven’t even looked,” I admitted with a sigh. “You’re still going to work with that major airline, right?”

      “That’s the plan. My final interview is Monday,” Rachael said. “Wish me luck.”

      “Good luck,” I said. But my heart wasn’t in it. Rachael had applied for a job that was going to take her all over the country, not just the Denver area.

      “So let’s get this place picked up and head out of here,” she said. “What do you say?”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said.

      But honestly, closing up this place meant closing up a chapter of my life. And it was forcing me to make decisions I wasn’t ready to make.
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      I closed the trunk of my BMW SUV and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      It was a beautiful day for a drive in to Whiskey Springs.

      The crisp mountain air carried the scent of fir and spruce trees. To me it smelled like Christmas.

      But then I might be a little bit biased.

      The drive into town usually took me an hour and today was no different. Even though there was more traffic due to Christmas being right around the corner, it flowed smoothly.

      The mountains were capped with perpetual snow and according to the forecast we were due fresh snow any day. Just in time for Christmas.

      I’d stayed at my cabin longer than I’d intended, but that’s what happened when I got into what they called the flow. Personally, I called it the groove. Either way, it required holing up in my cabin. The only time in my life when I had no cell phone service for days. No Internet. Nothing but me and my projects.

      But tomorrow was Christmas Eve and if I didn’t get these boxes to town today, I’d have my time and efforts wouldn’t have a chance to be enjoyed by others. And what was the fun in making something if other people couldn’t enjoy it, too.

      I pulled up to the General Store that was currently being run by my friend Seth Powell.

      Seth was not only my friend, but he was my best customer.

      Grabbing one of the banker sized boxes out of my trunk, I carried it inside.

      The store was crowded with customers buzzing with the Christmas Spirit. Families of all ages. Children bouncing with excitement in a line waiting to sit in Santa’s lap.

      And a few exasperated mothers. Overwhelmed fathers.

      A typical Christmas.

      I saw that Seth had a nice supply of freshly cut Christmas trees again after a temporary shortage.

      He was helping a customer over on the Christmas decorations aisle, but he raised a hand in greeting, letting me know he saw me.

      I set the box on the counter and went back out to get the other one.

      Seth met me at the door coming back in.

      “Glad to see you made it back to civilization in one piece,” he said.

      “Funny,” I said. “I’m surprised to see you still here. I thought you’d have made your way back to Dallas by now.”

      “Nah, not yet,” he said with a goofy grin on his face.

      “Wait,” I said, setting the box on the counter next to the other one. “Something’s different.”

      “Might be,” he said.

      No might to it.

      Something was definitely different. I’d seen Seth a week ago and he was Scrooge incarnate. Now he’d been transformed into somebody… happy again.

      “Okay,” I said. “Who is she?”

      He looked around, but he wasn’t able to keep it to himself.

      “Ashley is home.”

      “Oh,” I said, with a nod.

      “You don’t seem surprised.”

      “She always comes home for Christmas.”

      “Well… I don’t come home for Christmas and she’s home a week early.”

      “So… things are back to normal for you two? Finally?”

      “We’re moving in that direction,” he said.

      “About time.”

      “We’re going to the Christmas market tonight,” he said. “Come with us.”

      “You don’t want me tagging along as a third wheel.”

      “Don’t you always go to the Christmas market anyway?”

      “Usually, but my assistant is handling the booth this year.”

      “Must be nice,” he said. “In that case, you have to come with us.”

      “I guess you’re not giving me a choice.”

      I didn’t tell him, but I’d planned on going anyway.
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      My friend, Ashley, was the one person who knew what I was going through. She’d insisted that I come to her home in Whiskey Springs to spend Christmas Eve. And since I didn’t have to go to work this week, I’d agreed.

      But I had to be back in Denver Christmas Day.

      “I really don’t want to be a third wheel,” I said, looking at my friend.

      We stood around the table in her parents’ brightly lit kitchen. Even from here I could see the reflection of the twinkling Christmas tree lights in the living room.

      Ashley’s parents had driven into Denver for the day, leaving us to catch up. We talked on a regular basis, but we hadn’t actually seen each other since she’d visited me in Denver two years ago.

      “Well, I can’t leave you here,” Ashley said, digging through a box of colorful wrapping paper. “Not after I insisted you come home to Whiskey Springs for Christmas.”

      “I really don’t mind,” I said. “I need to scour the Internet for jobs anyway.”

      Though in truth, I would do just about anything to get out of doing just that.

      Any job that I was qualified for would require me to upset my life and I wasn’t ready for that.

      Ashley put a hand on her hips and glared at me.

      “You do remember how much we loved going to the Christmas market, right?”

      “Of course,” I said “And I also remember that I haven’t been there for ten years.”

      “All the more reason for us to go,” Ashley said. “Come on. It’ll be like the old days.”

      She knew I’d go before she even asked.

      I hadn’t been to the Christmas Market since senior year in high school.

      I had my reasons, though, for not coming home.

      Fortunately, those reasons had moved on.

      “It’s settled then,” Ashley said, picking up a roll of pretty green wrapping paper with bright red trees splattered all over it and unrolling it on the table.

      I sat down in a chair across from her and put my chin on my hands.

      “So tell me,” I said, swirling my fingers in a circle. “Back up and tell me about you and Seth. What’s he doing here anyway?”

      Ashley bit her lip.

      “It’s probably nothing. He’s only here temporarily.”

      “You said he’s running the General Store for his parents. Seriously? They aren’t coming back.”

      “That’s right,” Ashley said, running the scissors across the paper. “But can you imagine Seth staying here in Whiskey Springs? So not gonna happen.”

      I shrugged. “I guess anything’s possible.”

      “He’s got a job in Dallas with a small, but very successful private airline company.”

      She set down her scissors and looked at me. I don’t know why she was telling me this. It wasn’t anything I didn’t already know.

      But I knew that
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