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Everyone was dressed in spring attire for the annual Mayor’s Holiday Tree Lighting. The temperature, usually around forty-five degrees, was an unseasonably warm seventy-four at 4 p.m. on Friday, November 21, 2025. The warm weather did nothing to deter the town of Littleton from its beloved tradition.

People filled Haymarket Square, where food and gift vendors were set up and ready to make some good money from the event. All along the staging area, volunteers were putting finishing touches on trailers and floats for the Holiday Parade, which would begin in about an hour.

Monique Bennett was serving her last customer of the day at Harmony Grounds, the cozy coffee shop she had opened five years earlier when she moved back to Littleton to care for her mother after her father died. She closed at five so she could sit outside and enjoy the parade and the Mayor’s Holiday Tree Lighting.

A familiar face came up to the outdoor seating area and joined her.

“Charlotte Bell!” Monique greeted one of her two best friends from high school. “I was wondering if you were going to join me.”

“Sister, you know I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Charlotte said. “Practice ran a little late.”

Charlotte was the choir director at Mount Zion Baptist Church, and her choir was scheduled to perform their Christmas cantata on Christmas Eve for the city.

“Did you get my favorite?”

“Chocolate mocha with hazelnut!”

“Should never have doubted,” Charlotte said with a cute smile.

They sat together and enjoyed each float as it passed by. They waved and hollered at Jerry for driving a little too fast with the little ones on the trailer. He honked, waved, and kept right on driving at the same speed. The two ladies just shook their heads and laughed.

When the parade ended, Monique and Charlotte made their way over to get a better view of the tree that would soon be lit. The mayor gave his usual speech about how much his leadership had impacted the community. According to him, their confidence in him—and his confidence in them—had made 2025 one of the greatest years Littleton had seen.

The entire crowd counted in unison, “Three, two, one!”

The mayor pressed the button, sending power to the tree. The lights flared to life, and everyone cheered as the city square exploded with color. It was breathtaking. Hugs and kisses rippled through the crowd—a perfect climax to a wonderful night.

“Do you want to come back and have some more coffee with me at Harmony?” Monique asked.

“I’d love to,” Charlotte said.

Charlotte followed Monique into the shop. She found a seat at the counter, making small talk while Monique worked the machine and poured drinks. A few minutes later, Monique set the cups down between them and slid into the opposite chair, ready to catch up on the holiday events.

“I am so excited! This year our cantata is going to be held at USP Littleton,” Charlotte said.

“That’s wonderful,” Monique replied, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. “After all the work you’ve put in there, it’s good for the community—and for the men inside—to see something beautiful brought to them.”

“We have eight practices left. I just don’t know if that’s enough,” Charlotte said, panic edging her voice.

“You’re fine, Charlotte,” Monique said encouragingly. “You always say you’re not ready, and when performance night comes, it’s a hit.”

“Is Maurisha going to be here for Christmas?” Charlotte asked.

“I hope.” Monique stated. “She has been trying to come for the last four years. This year is for certain.”
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“What are everyone’s plans for the holidays?” Kara asked the group as they ate lunch in their classroom.

“I’m heading to Texas. Leaving right after church Sunday morning,” Kellen said.

“Driving straight through?” Kara asked.

“No,” Kellen replied. “We got a motel in Dumas—Spark by Hilton. Some friends stayed there over Thanksgiving and recommended it, so we thought we’d try it.”

“I’m staying in town. I should have baby goats at some point,” Ava said.

“That’s great. Did you plan it that way?” Kara asked.

Ava laughed. “I wish I was good enough to plan it.”

“We’re staying in Casper too,” Jada said.

“Any family coming?” Kara asked.

“No. We hosted Thanksgiving, so my mom has Christmas duties.” Mrs. Bayfield said with a chuckle.

“What about you, Risha?” Kara asked.

“We’re going to head home and see my dad,” Risha said.

“How long has it been?”

“We’ve been trying to go for the last four years, but something always conflicts and we can’t go, but this year it’s going to happen,” Risha said confidently.

“When are you guys planning to head out?” Jada asked.

“Leaving first thing Saturday morning,” Risha answered. “Hoping to get there late and stay a week.”

“Well you and Wescott be safe as you both head home for the holidays.” Kara offered. 

The entire team came together and had a group hug and then broke off into individual embraces. Each wishing each other a Merry Christmas and Happy New Year.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3


[image: ]


Early Saturday morning, Risha shouted out last-minute instructions to the girls as they were loading the vehicle. The girls were so excited to be leaving Casper and going anywhere, but Kansas was where Grandpa was, and that made the trip feel extra special. At seven o’clock sharp, the SUV pulled out of the driveway and headed east, the chatter and laughter bubbling like a playlist on repeat.

By the time they rolled into Sydney, Nebraska, it was well past noon, and the car had gone suspiciously quiet. Even the GPS voice sounded sleepy. When Risha spotted the Wilson’s sign, she practically announced it like it was a resort.
“Ladies, behold—golden arches’ classy cousin,” she said, pulling into the parking lot.
Everyone piled out of the car in a half-run, half-waddle toward the restroom. When they came back out, their cheeks were pink from the cold and their energy restored. They ordered their meals — a collection of combos with extra fries — and found a spot near the window to wait.

The place was eerily quiet. Only two other people sat in the corner, one of them staring at his chili like it had betrayed him. The soda machine made the loudest sound in the room.
“Feels like we stumbled into the Twilight Zone,” one of the girls whispered.
Risha chuckled. “Don’t start. I don’t have energy to drive through thirty miles of tumbleweeds just to find another burger joint.”
Her phone rang. It was Monique. Risha picked it up, already smiling.
“Hello, Monique.”
“Hey, Maurisha! Where you guys at?”
“Sydney, Nebraska. Grabbing lunch at Wilson's. The girls are acting like we found fine dining.”
There was a pause, and then Monique said, “You guys are brave.”
Risha frowned. “Brave? Why do you say that?”
“You didn’t hear? That Wilson's just reopened last month. They were shut down for—you guessed it—food poisoning.”
Risha’s eyes widened. She slowly turned toward the girls, who were happily sipping their Frosties.
“Well... that explains why we got our order faster than usual,” she said, half-whispering.
One of the girls raised an eyebrow. “Is that why the soda tastes funny?”
“Stop! Don’t even play like that,” Risha said, laughing despite herself. “If one of y’all starts gagging, you’re walking to Kansas!”
The whole table cracked up, and for the rest of the meal, they joked about “surviving the Sydney Wilson's” like it was an Olympic event.

Thirty minutes later, they were loading back into the SUV and heading for Littleton.

“Destination: Littleton,” Risha announced in her best GPS voice. “Estimated arrival: three hours and forty-two minutes. Give or take a few stops along the way, depending on how Wilson's treats us.” She started laughing before she even finished.

The girls joined in. Her oldest chimed in, “Go ahead and round that up to four and a half hours.” The car erupted.

Thankfully, no one got sick, and they passed the Littleton city limit sign in less time than expected. The girls pressed their faces to the side windows, pointing at the Christmas lights strung across porches and wrapped around trees. They loved the city at Christmas; it was their favorite kind of beautiful, soft and glowing like it was posing just for them.

They drove past the square and saw the famous tree the mayor had lit almost a month earlier, still standing tall and bright against the night sky. Risha felt her shoulders relax as she turned onto the familiar street and pulled into Grandpa’s driveway, where they were greeted by loud hollering from the porch.

“What took you girls so long?” Grandpa shouted, a wide grin spread across his face.

“Hi, Dad,” Risha said, shaking her head as she climbed out of the SUV.

“Hi, Grandpa!” each granddaughter echoed in turn, their voices overlapping.

“Come inside and tell me how you all are doing,” he said, already backing toward the door. “And I especially want to hear about Wilson's.”

Risha narrowed her eyes. “Did Monique call you?”

“I never release my sources,” Grandpa replied, lifting his chin like a secret agent.

“It was fine,” Risha said, waving a hand.

The granddaughters, however, had very different opinions and were practically bouncing, eager to share.

Monae, the oldest at seventeen, got there first. “Grandpa, that Wilson's was... an experience,” she said, drawing out the word. “Fries: eight out of ten. Bathroom: four out of ten. Overall vibe: mildly concerning.”
“That’s not bad,” Grandpa
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