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      “Give me a freaking break! Thanksgiving was just yesterday,” said Harley Quaid as she flipped through the radio stations. “I don’t want to hear Christmas music. If I wanted to hear it, I would put in a cd or pull up one of the playlists on my phone that I haven’t deleted. There has to be at least one station that doesn’t have Christmas music blaring.”

      A horn honked.

      Harley glanced out the window at the traffic light. It was green.

      The horn honked again.

      “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. Hold your panties. I’m going.” Harley drove through the intersection, and two blocks later, she turned left. “I should have just stayed home. It would have been safer and a lot less annoying,” she grumbled.

      The commercial on the radio ended.

      “And now, just for your holiday shoppers, a little classic holiday cheer to get you in the mood,” said the radio announcer with a voice that was too cheerful for so early in the morning.

      “Don’t you dare,” growled Harley.

      “Dashing through—”

      “Oh, hell no! I am not listening to that song again. I’ve already heard it three times this morning, and I’ve been on the road for only ten minutes.” Harley turned off the radio.

      Silence filled the cab of her truck.

      She grinned. “Finally, no Christmas music.” She sighed in relief and focused her attention on the traffic that was ridiculously heavy for this early in the morning. Harley shook her head. The early bird shoppers were out in full force.

      This time last year, she, her mom, cousin, and aunt were having a blast singing along with the Christmas songs on the radio. They had already made their annual stop for large peppermint lattes and blueberry scones, and were heading to Austin for their girls only after Thanksgiving Christmas shopping trip, which was always filled with laughter and fun as they checked out the various stores.

      A tear rolled down Harley’s cheek. “I miss y’all so much,” she said as she wiped away the tear. She took a deep breath and blinked several times, hoping it would keep any other tears from falling. She did not want to show up on her first day back at the store with red, puffy eyes, especially since now she was the boss. The sympathetic looks were going to be bad enough, but if people knew she was crying, it would be much worse.

      Harley shuddered.

      When she arrived back in town three weeks ago, her telephone rang constantly. Most of the calls were from people checking on her, telling her to call them if she needed anything, and expressing their sympathies even though the funerals had been almost a year ago, but then there were the calls from those who wanted details about the accident so they would have something juicy to gossip about with their biddies. It got to the point she couldn’t deal with them anymore, so Harley started screening her calls until they ended. She thought they had gotten the point—she didn’t want to talk about the accident.

      And then the calls started again.

      Just before Thanksgiving, her telephone started ringing almost nonstop, but this time, the callers were handing out Thanksgiving dinner invitations. Family friends and neighbors wanted to make sure she had somewhere to go for the holiday, but Harley politely turned each one down. She knew everyone had good intentions, but she did not have the heart to be a part of anyone’s celebration of family and thanks. It would be too awkward for everyone if she was at their dinner tables, and she didn’t want to ruin their celebrations.

      Harley spent her first Thanksgiving without her family eating a frozen dinner, and sorting her parents’ things as she started packing them away. She took most of the boxes up to the attic of the huge, old farmhouse, but other boxes that were filled with clothes, she put in the mudroom so she could take them to the shelter in Temple.

      She had almost too many decisions to make, but not now—not while her head was still trying to grasp the reality of everything. Even though it had been a year since the plane crash, she hadn’t had any time to grieve. There had been too many things to do with both estates and the business she had inherited and had to deal with by herself.

      Harley pulled into her dad’s parking space behind Quaid’s Ranch and Supply. “I guess it’s my parking space now, isn’t it dad?” She propped her arms on top of the steering wheel and closed her eyes. “I can do this,” she told herself. She had been in the store several times over the past three weeks, but she had spent most of her time in the office going over the books and dealing with the payroll with her accountant.

      Today was different.

      Not only would she be dealing with the paperwork, she would be out on the floor dealing with customers, and the Christmas décor Mike Larson, her manager, had put up last week to prepare for the holiday shoppers.

      Christmas was not going away just because she wanted it to.

      “I can do this,” she told herself again as she sat up and turned off the engine. As she opened the door, the first large raindrops hit the windshield. Harley grabbed her bag and ran the short distance to the back door of the building. She punched in her code and opened the door just as the sky opened up and dumped buckets of raindrops onto the town.

      She leaned against the closed door. Dread filled her as the strains of Christmas music floated through the storage room. Harley closed her eyes and shook her head. “I can’t get away from the Christmas stuff. It’s everywhere. The entire world has gone Christmas crazy.”

      The thought of getting back into her truck and driving away was almost too tempting. She pushed herself off the door. As much as she was tempted to, she could not hide away from the world. Life went on and she had to face people.

      Harley locked her bag in the office. She took a deep breath and let it out as she walked through the swinging doors to the front.

      I can do this.

      The store had only been open for thirty minutes, but it was already crowded with holiday shoppers. Harley shook her head, wondering how her dad did it when all the girls went shopping.

      “Excuse me.”

      Harley plastered a smile on her face as she turned to the person who spoke to her. “Good morning. How can I help you?” she asked the gray-haired woman standing beside her.

      “My grandson wants cowboy stuff for Christmas. I’m here visiting for the holiday, and my friend, who I am staying with, told me this was the place to go for cowboy stuff.”

      “How old is your grandson?”

      The woman’s eyes twinkled. “He is seven. He lives in Chicago, so I thought I would get him the cowboy stuff from Texas. That will make it extra special for him.”

      “Is that where you are from too?” asked Harley.

      “No, I live in New York City. I do not know where to start.” The woman glanced around the store. “I just don’t know why my friend sent me here. I’m not buying him a horse or anything like that.”

      “Actually, we carry an entire clothing line for the cowboys and cowgirls. Why don’t we start with a pair of boots? If you will follow me, I will show you where everything is,” Harley said as she gestured toward a back section of the store.

      “You will?” The woman’s eyes lit up.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “I have his sizes written here,” she said as she pulled a notepad out of her purse.

      For the next hour, Harley helped the gray-haired lady with her Christmas shopping for her grandson and a few other people on her list. Before Harley could even pause long enough to get a cup of coffee, two more customers asked her for help, and then two more after that.

      Several hours later, Harley’s stomach growled. She glanced at her cellphone and shook her head. The morning was gone, and it was almost one o’clock. “Fifteen minutes and then I’m headed to The Blue Plate.”

      “Before you leave for lunch, I need to speak to you about a very important matter. It will only take a few minutes of your time,” said an elderly woman who snuck up on her.

      Harley bit her bottom lip to keep herself from groaning aloud. Miss Martha Holiday was the last person she wanted to see. The elderly woman had a good heart, but she was persistent with things she wanted.

      Harley plastered a smile on her face and turned around. “Miss Martha, it’s good to see you. How are you doing?”

      “It is good to see you out and about. I was worried about you hiding away in that big old farmhouse. It is time for you to live again. Life has to go on.” The woman pulled a pair of black leather gloves out of one of her coat pockets.

      “Thank you,” was the only thing Harley could think of to say.

      “You have missed several of the Christmas committee meetings,” said Miss Martha as she pulled on one of the gloves she was carrying.

      Harley sighed. Working on the Christmas committee was the absolute last thing she wanted to do, nd she didn’t have the time to do it, “About the Christmas committee—”

      “We are meeting tomorrow night at seven o’clock at my house,” said Miss Martha.

      “I can’t be on the committee.”

      “Nonsense. There has been a Quaid on the Christmas committee ever since your great-great grandpa helped build the town.” The elderly woman raised an eyebrow at Harley.

      “Didn’t you get my email?” asked Harley.

      “It was totally ridiculous and complete rubbish.” A huge grin spread across Miss Martha’s face. “So, I deleted it.”

      “You’re joking.” Harley stared at the woman.

      “There has always been a Quaid on the Christmas committee, and there will be one on it this year too.” Miss Martha pulled on her other leather glove. “Tomorrow night. Be at my house at seven o’clock.”

      “But—”

      “And you need to make sure the stands for Santa are ready. Check them and call someone if any repairs need to be made.” The woman turned and walked toward the door. “I will see you tomorrow,” she said over her shoulder.

      “I hate Christmas. I hate Christmas.” Harley put her head on the sales counter in the clothing department.

      “Is everything okay?” asked Mike Larson, the store manager.

      “Does it look like it is okay?” asked Harley, feeling a little self pity.

      “It looks like you are trying to bash your head on the counter. I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Mike. “I take it Miss Martha found you.”

      Harley glared at the man. “And you couldn’t let me know she was here, so I could hide?”

      “You can’t hide from Miss Martha when she is looking for you. That woman is better than a bloodhound. Besides, it will do you good to get out and help the committee,” said Mike.

      “Great! You too!” Harley’s stomach growled.

      “Everything will be okay. Why don’t you go get you something to eat?”

      “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea. I’ll be back in about an hour,” said Harley as she walked away.
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      The sweet smells of cinnamon and vanilla teased Harley as she walked past the bakery on her way to the Blue Plate Diner. Her stomach growled a huge protest. Skipping breakfast had not been a good idea. Harley paused in front of the bakery and sniffed the air. The delicious scents made her mouth water.

      She thought about skipping lunch and buying herself a pumpkin pie or a couple of cinnamon rolls from the bakery. Heck, after the morning she had and then her brief encounter with Miss Martha, she deserved the treats. She deserved a whole freaking chocolate cake.

      Harley sighed as she looked through the window.

      For the past several months, she had managed to keep a tight lid on her emotional eating until she did not even want to eat and, as a result; she dropped to a size 14. Yet, her reflection in the bakery window showed curves that still stuck out like a sore thumb. Harley shook her head. Everything smelled good, and it made her stomach growl, but two seconds after she bit into whatever she bought, her appetite disappeared. It was almost as if she felt guilty for eating.

      Her stomach growled again.

      She took another longing look at the bakery and then turned her back on it. There wasn’t any point in buying the sweet treats. Harley walked the few steps to the diner and opened the door. Her eyes widened, and she groaned. She should have known that the place would be packed with customers, even though it was after one o’clock. She scanned the room, looking for an empty booth or table, or even a chair at the counter.

      Willow was about to give up and leave when Joy Anderson waved at her and then pointed to the far corner. Harley nodded and headed straight to the small table tucked in the back of the diner. Most people didn’t like the table because it was out of the way, but for Harley, it was perfect.

      “How are you doing?” asked Joy Anderson as she handed Harley a menu.

      “I’m doing okay. Looks like you’re just a little busy,” said Harley. She took the menu and looked around the crowded diner.

      “Just a little, but that’s the good and bad of Black Friday shoppers. How has the day been for you so far?”

      “It’s been a steady wave until about a few minutes ago, so I decided to grab some lunch. I’ve got the feeling it’s going to be busy all afternoon and evening until we finally close.”

      Joy pulled a pad and pen out of the back pocket of her jeans. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “I’ll a sweet—no water with no ice.”

      Joy raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you want plain water instead of a sweet tea?”

      Harley gave her a weak smile. “I don’t need the sweet tea. Water is fine.”

      Joy made a
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