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      The crisp November breeze billowed around her, stirring up the leaves and sending them shooting up into the cobalt morning sky. Delaney Young could sense the sun still sound asleep on the other side of the mountains, not yet ready to climb from beneath the solace of her blanket of fluffy cirrus clouds, content to put the day off a bit longer in order to catch a few more moments of undisturbed slumber. For Delaney, however, being a baker often meant rising long before most of the residents of Charles Town, West Virginia, ever left their last refreshing cycle of REM sleep, and as she hurried to her red Dodge Charger, she was thankful that she had a career she loved and enough energy to unwrap herself from her comforter and the land of dreams.

      The dashboard clock said it wasn’t quite 4:30. It was cold outside, but not frigid enough to take more than one crank to start her car, despite the fact that she had left it in the carport the night before instead of driving the few hundred yards more to the unattached garage her grandfather had built decades ago. Once the threat of snow became more certain, she’d go the extra mile, but for now, at least there was a bit of cover and easy access to the kitchen entry of the farmhouse she shared with her grandmother.

      Delaney turned to look behind her as she backed down the winding driveway that led to the country road she’d lived on most of her life. There was very little traffic this time of day, or any time of day, for that matter, and she made her way onto the lane with no problems. The heater hadn’t quite had a chance to thaw her fingers yet, so she rubbed her hands together and blew into them for a moment before pointing the car in the direction of town and easing her foot onto the gas pedal.

      Even though the three-bedroom farmhouse, complete with picket fence and chicken coop, was a few miles outside of town, it never took her more than ten minutes to get to the downtown area where her bakery, Delaney’s Delights, fit in nicely amidst the other quaint little stores one might expect to see in any antiquated shopping area in one of thousands of similar communities around the country. Yet, there was no doubt in Delaney’s mind as she pulled onto the main highway leading to Charles Town that this community was special. While other graduates of her class from Washington High School had complained about boredom and busybodies, claiming they would do whatever they could to get away as soon as possible, Delaney had always known she would never leave Charles Town, and as soon as she had graduated from culinary school in Frederick, Maryland, which really wasn’t even that far away, she had returned to start her own bakery, a dream she’d had ever since she was a little girl burning her fingers on the Easy-Bake Oven her grandmother had purchased for her for Christmas when she was four.

      Delaney’s grandmother, Nora Jean, or Nana, as everyone lovingly called her, had needed someone to move in with her about the same time, and things had just worked out that, as soon as Delaney returned from school, she could live in the farmhouse and keep an eye on her aging grandparent. Even though Papa Fred had passed away when Delaney was a little girl, she had wonderful memories of walking the dirt path between her own home and her grandparents’ modest dwelling. Summers filled with fishing on the pond, chasing lightning bugs with her older brother and cousins, and listening to Papa play the harmonica had been reason enough to compel her to take the upstairs bedroom that had been her father’s when he was a little boy and help Nana take care of household chores and remember to take her medicine. At seventy-two, she was beginning to show her age, even though she could still get around quite well and would have never admitted to anyone that she needed help. She would say that she missed her only granddaughter, however, and when Delaney asked her if she’d like some company, Nana had gladly accepted Delaney’s request to become her roommate.

      The living arrangement had certainly helped with the bills. She’d received a good scholarship to attend culinary school but had some student loans to consider. On top of that, she had rent on the bakery due the first of every month, and while the space itself wasn’t large, it was in the prime shopping area of the little town. Many of the buildings on that side of the street, including the bakery, belonged to Mr. Henry Gaston, and while he was a fair landlord, like everyone else, he wanted his money when it was due. It had been a bit intimidating taking on such a responsibility fresh out of school, but now, four years later, Delaney’s business was doing quite well, and she was able to employ a full-time worker, as well as several part-timers who often took the shifts Delaney would rather not have herself—like weekends, afternoons, and occasionally early mornings, though most of the time Delaney still preferred to come in early and get the baking done herself. She didn’t trust a whole lot of people with her recipes, particularly her award winning cocoa recipe which was extremely popular this time of year.

      Delaney pulled her car into her usual spot behind the building in the “employee only” parking lot for the area and rested her head back against the black leather seat for a moment. She had always been a morning person, and sometimes she liked to take a moment to enjoy one last minute of solitude before she jumped into her day. The sky was still completely dark, and though she knew there were a few other shop owners nearby embarking on their Thursday, she could neither hear nor see anyone else in the world, which made her feel both important and insignificant at the same time. In this wide world full of billions of people, she was the only one occupying this particular spot at this particular moment. What might this day have in store for her? As she pulled her keys from the ignition and grabbed her purse, she was full of optimism, even though chances were this day would be a blur of baking and customers, of exhaustion and aching feet, and then of moments around the kitchen table listening to her grandmother chat about days gone by. Nevertheless, some days did tend to be more significant than others, so Delaney chose to start off each one with the hope that this one would be special.

      By the time her co-worker, Edie Strawn, made her way in the back door at a quarter to seven, Delaney had given up on the idea that this Thursday would be anything special. She’d already made dozens of doughnuts, muffins, croissants, and more pots of coffee and cocoa than she could count. She was just starting to make a batch of what she referred to as “afternoon goodies,” usually cookies or cakes, items people tended to request later in the day, and was happy to have someone man the front counter while she tended to the oven.

      “Mornin’,” Edie called, closing the door and sneaking her purse into their secret hiding spot. “Been busy?”

      “Yes,” Delaney called, wiping flour off of her hands onto her apron. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I swear business has picked up this month. If it keeps up, I’m going to have to find someone to cover this first hour. I can’t get everything done that I used to in that hour between opening and when you come in.”

      “More business is good,” Edie said, tying a matching red apron around her waist. She was about ten years older than Delaney, in her mid-thirties, with red, curly hair that tended to have a mind of its own. She was also taller and wider, with a no-nonsense attitude and two children at home she was practically raising on her own since her husband was a truck driver who worked long hours and didn’t come home nearly as often as Edie would’ve liked. She was a hard worker, though, and Delaney had hired her the week she’d opened her bakery. Edie had never called in sick or missed a shift for any reason, and Delaney tended to think of her more as a partner than an employee.

      “That’s true. More business is good,” Delaney agreed, opening the oven and sliding two cookie sheets full of super-sized chocolate chip cookies inside. “But I don’t know who I can get to come in that early. The high school kids won’t want to get up and work an hour or so before making it to school, and it’s really hard to find anyone else willing to get up at the crack of dawn.”

      “I wish I could help you out,” Edie said, checking a tray of muffins on the cooling rack to see if they were ready to put out, “but I can’t drop off Billy and Samantha any earlier.”

      “Oh, I know,” Delaney replied as the bell over the door out front let them know that they had another customer. “I’ll figure something out. Maybe I should put a notice up or something.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Edie called over her shoulder as she made her way to the counter. “We could use someone for an hour or two. Especially if it stays this busy until Christmas. And maybe someone will be looking for some extra money this time of year.”

      Delaney heard her greeting Mr. Williams, one of their regulars, so she didn’t bother responding, but she did think putting a “Help Wanted” sign on the door was a good idea. She wasn’t sure what kind of help she might get for a few hours each morning, but it wouldn’t hurt to start looking. It seemed more and more people were trickling into town bright and early and deciding to stop off for a morning treat on their way to work. While she usually recognized almost every customer who came by, this morning there had been several she didn’t know, and a few had mentioned they usually drove right on by Charles Town on their way to surrounding cities for work, but they’d recently heard of the quaint downtown area and had decided to give it a try. Whatever was bringing people in, Delaney wouldn’t complain, but she’d either find some help or fall over trying to get everything done at once. Otherwise, she’d have to get up even earlier to get everything prepped before the customers started rolling in, and while she loved getting up early, setting her alarm for anything before 3:45 seemed almost impossible. Somewhere in the misty hours of the morning, there was a line that divided night owls and early birds, and Delaney wasn’t too keen on discovering what that magical time might be.

      One good thing about being busy was that the day tended to fly by. Delaney tended to stay at the bakery longer than necessary most days, but when they were particularly busy like they were today, her day went even longer. The afternoons were covered by a couple of high school girls who usually made their way in around 3:30 depending upon whether or not they had meetings after school. By the time Joanna Kinney and Courtney Tobak arrived, Delaney had already put in at least eight hours, often closer to nine, and while Edie tended to stay until 4:00 most days, she was supposed to be off at 3:00. The day was spent chatting with customers, refilling the display case, wiping off the half-dozen tables where more and more people were tending to enjoy their treats, and trying to bake more of whatever was selling best, which today seemed to be chocolate croissants and banana nut muffins. At 3:20, Delaney looked up at the clock and realized she hadn’t even taken a lunch break.

      Hustling back into the kitchen to throw a tray of brownies in the oven, Delaney heard the back door open and looked up to see Joanna’s smiling face. Delaney chose to use the word “dainty” to describe the slight blonde. She wore glasses and had frizzy hair which she usually wore in a ponytail, though the tendrils that framed her face refused to be tamed. A junior at Washington High, her mother dropped her off and picked her up most days as she still hadn’t gotten her driver’s license, and Delaney knew she was a bit socially awkward due to her overwhelming shyness. “Hey, there, Joanna!” Delaney said with a warm smile, sliding the brownies into the oven and double-checking the temperature. “How was school?”

      “Good,” Joanna replied as she tied her apron around her waist.

      Delaney knew the chances of her saying more without a prompt were slim to none, so she asked about a project she knew she was working on. “Did you get to work on your proton model today?”

      “Uh, yeah,” Joanna nodded, pushing her glasses up with her index finger. “We got a little bit of time to work on it in class.”

      “That’s good.” Delaney smiled at her, hoping to somehow pass off some of her own enthusiasm to the girl, though none of her other attempts had ever been successful. Joanna stood in front of her for a moment, as if she couldn’t decide whether or not the conversation was over. She took a step toward the front, like she wanted to pass Delaney by and go tend to whatever needed doing in the shop, and Delaney sighed, stepping backward out of the way. While she was hopeful that, eventually, with some effort, she could bring the girl out of her shell, she was too tired to give it much attention right now, and a few minutes later, the back door opened again, this time the whirlwind that always accompanied Courtney hitting Delaney in the face along with the chilly November wind.

      “Oh, my gosh, Delaney,” Courtney was saying, perhaps even before she was fully inside. “You will not believe what happened at lunch today!” Before Delaney even had a chance to attempt a guess, the brunette with long, free-flowing hair, complete with red lowlights, launched into a story about how one of her friends had asked some boy to the Winter Formal in front of the entire lunchroom, and he said no, embarrassing her friend, but also embarrassing Courtney who had to eat lunch next to her as if nothing had happened. At the end of the long-winded story, which contained more “likes” than Delaney could even, like, count, Courtney said, “Ooh, so needless to say, I won’t be able to make my shift Saturday, if that’s okay.”

      Confused, Delaney leaned back against the prep counter behind her. “I’m sorry—I guess I didn’t quite follow that, Courtney. Why do you need to miss your shift on Saturday?”

      Courtney sighed in a way only a teenage girl can do. “Because I have to go get my dress for the dance. Like I said, Holly is hoping that Rich will change his mind, so she’s going to go ahead and get her dress. Well, I have to go with her. I mean, it isn’t like I can let her go by herself. And if she gets hers before I do, I could totes end up with the same dress, and that would not be cool. Anyway, I haven’t asked off in, like, three weeks. So—you don’t mind, right?”

      Delaney wasn’t sure she understood the logic at all, but part of the risk in hiring teenagers was recognizing that they might need off from time to time, so even though she knew that meant she would have to cover the Saturday shift—something she wasn’t particularly excited about—she nodded. “Okay. What is it ten to two?”

      “Yup. Oh, thanks, D—you’re the best!” Courtney said flinging her arms around Delaney’s neck. Before she could respond, Courtney was off to the front, joining her exact opposite, Joanna, behind the counter as Edie greeted her and then came to the back. Delaney realized she was still leaning on the counter, the same puzzled expression likely still on her face.

      “You okay there?” Edie asked, nudging her as she took her apron off and tossed it over her arm.

      “Oh, yeah,” Delaney replied, pulling herself out of her thoughts. “I was just thinking about Saturday. Courtney’s not coming in. So I guess I’ll cover that. Francine and Bonnie will be in that morning as usual, right?”

      “Far as I know. They hardly ever miss, and I’m sure they’d let us know by now if they weren’t coming.”

      Francine Pratt and Bonnie Gann were older women who only worked Saturday mornings and occasionally came in if Delaney found herself in a jam. They were retired from their regular jobs, loved baking, and liked to make a little “pocketbook money” as they called it. Delaney realized the timer was about to go off on her brownies and bent to check to see if they were done. “And Joanna will be in from, what, noon to close?”

      “Yes, but if you get someone new to come help you in the morning, you might see if she can also work that afternoon shift with Joanna. She might be able to handle it by herself most of the year, but during this Christmas rush we seem to be having, I think things might be a bit too busy for her on her own,” Edie replied, throwing her purse over her shoulder.

      Delaney nodded, knowing Edie was right. Part of the problem of living in a small town was not always having the help one needed to run a small business readily available. “I’m glad for the extra traffic, but I wish I knew what was causing it. Do you think it’ll let up after the holidays?”

      “Why don’t you ask your friend Melody?” Edie replied, pausing for a moment in front of the back door. “I think she’s the one bringing them all in.”

      Once again, Delaney found herself confused. “What do you mean?”

      “She’s been wrestlin’ up business for her mom’s antique store, right? People are saying they heard about downtown Charles Town online. Whatever she’s doing to bring folks in must be trickling over to us, too.”

      As Edie wished Delaney a good evening and made her way out the back door, Delaney carefully considered what the older woman had said. Melody Murphy had been her best friend since before high school. She knew Melody had returned from Chicago recently to help her mother run their antique shop, just a few doors down from Delaney’s Delights, but she wasn’t aware that her friend had brought her marketing skills along with her. That made sense, though. She knew Murphy’s Antiques and Collectibles had hit a bit of a slump since Melody’s father, Tim Murphy, had passed away a couple of years ago. If anyone knew how to bring people in, it was Melody, and if she was doing some sort of social media marketing campaign to draw attention to the antique dealership, it could very well benefit the rest of the small business owners on the square.

      “Is that a ‘Help Wanted’ sign in the door?” Courtney asked as she brought in some dirty dishes and set them in the sink.

      “Yeah,” Delaney replied, silently debating whether or not she should do one last load of dishes before she headed home. “I thought we could use an extra pair of hands around here, particularly in the morning before school and on Saturday. Do you happen to know anyone?”

      Courtney seemed to consider the question, resting a finger against her perfectly proportioned chin. “No, but I’ll keep my ears open. Not everyone’s mom makes them pay their own car payments like mine,” she muttered and then walked past Delaney back out front.

      Deciding to help the girls out, Delaney crossed to the sink and began to work on the dishes that had begun to stack up again already, even though she could swear she had just washed them. Courtney’s mom was a bit of a rarity these days. They were what most would consider an upper-middle-class family, yet Courtney was still responsible for making her own payments on the Taurus she drove. It was just that sort of ambition her own parents had inspired in her, and even though at times she thought her father might have been disappointed that she became a baker instead of a doctor or business major, she knew he was proud of her for working so hard to build her own business.

      Finishing up the last of the dishes, Delaney dried her hands on a nearby towel and went back up front to let the girls know a few details before she took one more glance around and headed home. Even though there were still several patrons in the bakery, she knew that between Courtney and Joanna, they could handle it. They might have been polar opposites personality-wise, but they were both responsible teenagers. Delaney’s exhaustion finally overcame her and she grabbed her coat and purse and slipped out the back without even taking off her apron.
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      The scent of deliciousness filled Delaney’s nose when she opened the back door, and she instantly felt her mouth begin to water. Aromas of roasted chicken, carrots, and a medley of other vegetables wafted through the air, and she paused for a minute before hanging up her coat, the wayward apron, and purse, inhaling deeply. While most of the time she tended to think about how much she was helping her grandmother by moving in with her, in moments like this, she remembered that she was also a beneficiary here. No one made chicken soup like Nana Nora Jean.

      “That you, Delaney?” her familiar voice called from the adjoining living room.

      “Yes, Nana,” she replied, approaching the crockpot, her stomach beginning to rumble.

      The shuffling of slippers behind her alerted Delaney that Nana was making her way into the kitchen. She wasn’t as spry as she used to be, but so far, she didn’t require any type of assistive device, so long as she took her time. “That chicken soup is done, honey, if you want to go ahead and fix a bowl. I know it’s not quite supper time, but something tells me by the looks of you that you skipped lunch again. You’re getting too thin, darling.”

      Delaney didn’t wait to be told twice. Grabbing a bowl out of the cupboard above her, she reached for a ladle and carefully set the glass lid on the counter next to the slow cooker. “Do you want some?” she asked as she poured two heaping ladles full of steaming deliciousness into her bowl, ignoring her grandmother’s comment that she was too thin. She knew she was not the stereotypical plump baker, but she was also on her feet almost non-stop and still tried to get some exercise in every evening when possible.

      “No, dear. I just ate lunch a little while ago. I’ll eat my share later.” Nana placed the lid back on the crockpot and bent down to look at the settings before turning the heat down, peering over her glasses as if she couldn’t quite decide whether she needed them or not.

      Delaney took a seat the table and was surprised when Nana came over and sat down next to her. “Aren’t you going to miss Judge Judy?” she asked. There were only two programs her grandmother cared to watch most days. One was the courtroom reality show starring Judith Sheindlin, who her grandmother said she envied for her no-nonsense personality, and the other was The Young and the Restless, which Nana had been watching since Delaney’s father was a little boy.

      “No, it’s okay. I watched the earlier episodes,” Nana replied, adjusting her glasses. Nana’s hair was short and almost a steel gray color. Her eyes were a pretty blue, and Delaney had always wished hers were that color instead of the deep brown of her father and grandfather. Nana was petite and had always been lithe. Her grandfather said she was built like a ballerina, which had often made Nana blush, and Delaney hoped when she was her grandmother’s age she would still be as trim as the woman sitting next to her. Besides her eyes and warm smile, the most endearing part of Nana was her hands. Soft and gentle, they knew just how to clean a boo boo, soothe a broken heart, mend a tattered toy, and as Delaney was reminded, make a loving meal for her family. It had been Nana’s cocoa recipe that had inspired Delaney to love creating in the kitchen so long ago, and though Delaney had modified the recipes she had learned from Nana over the years, the one thing she would never change is pouring her own heart into everything she made, just like Nana did.

      “This is delicious, Nana,” Delaney said between bites of the hearty soup. “Thank you for making it.”

      “You’re welcome, dear. It’s the least I could do. I know how hard you’re working these days. Not to mention coming back home and doing all the things this old grandma just can’t do anymore.”

      Delaney chuckled. “Nana, you do plenty. I do have a few things to check on outside, and I’ll throw in a load of laundry, but that’s nothing.”

      “Delaney, you always were such a sweet girl,” Nana said, patting her granddaughter’s hand. “How was the bakery today? Did you sell a lot of cookies?”

      Nana always asked about cookies, as if that was all Delaney baked, though she knew the bakery had a lot of different offerings. Nodding, Delaney said, “We’ve been swamped the last few weeks. I think I’m actually going to have to hire another part-time worker, Nana. I don’t know if it’s the holidays or if people are just giving into their craving for sweets more these days, but business has definitely picked up.”

      The warm smile Delaney loved spread across her Nana’s face. “That’s good to hear, dear. Is there anything I can do to help you? You know, I could bake a batch of my famous snicker doodles tomorrow and you could take them with you to the bakery.”

      “Oh, Nana, you’re so sweet,” Delaney said, finishing up her soup. “That’s okay. We can manage. Thank you for offering. I’m just going to have to get someone to cover the front for an hour or two before Edie comes in in the morning. Oh, and before I forget to tell you, I’ll be working Saturday this week.”

      “You will?” Nana asked, her forehead crinkling. “Why is that?”

      Shrugging, Delaney stood and walked her bowl over to the sink. “One of the high school girls had something come up. It’s not a big deal.”

      Behind her, she heard Nana let out a sigh. “Well, darling, just don’t work yourself too hard. It seems like you never have time to spend with your friends anymore.”

      Delaney thought about her grandmother’s words as she put her bowl in the dishwasher. It had been a while since she’d done anything fun. Thoughts of going out made her briefly think of Bradley—and then promptly push that memory aside. “If anything interesting pops up, Nana, I’ll be sure to take advantage, but as for now, there’s not a whole lot going on.”

      Nana sighed again, and this time Delaney turned to look at her. She wondered if she’d bring up her ex-boyfriend—something Nana did from time to time—but she didn’t. Instead, she asked, “What about Melody? She’s back in town. Maybe you could go see a movie or go out for dinner together, like you used to, when you were in high school.”

      Folding her arms across her chest, Delaney considered her grandmother’s advice. She hadn’t seen much of Melody since she moved back to town. It seemed they were both extremely busy. It might be nice to get together with her friend and see how she was doing. Melody wasn’t quite herself anymore since her father had passed away so suddenly, and Delaney had been worried about her, but every time she stopped by the bakery, she seemed like she had a million things to do. “Maybe…” Delaney replied, thinking she might call Melody later and see what she was up to.

      “Or…” Nana began, and Delaney could tell by the lilt of her voice what was to come next, “you know my friend Viola from church has a grandson about your age who lives over in Harper’s Ferry. Maybe the two of you could get to know each other a little better?”

      There it was. Delaney bit back a sigh of disgust, knowing her grandmother’s intentions were good, even if she didn’t quite understand that Delaney did not want to be fixed up with her friend’s grandson—or anyone else. “Nana, no thanks.” She busied herself straightening up a few items on the counter that didn’t need straightening and then considered exactly what she needed to throw in the wash.

      “I’m just saying,” Nana continued, turning to face her, “it’s been—what? Six months since, uhm…”

      “Bradley,” Delaney supplied, the disgust even more prevalent now with thoughts of the lawyer from Baltimore whose decision to end their relationship abruptly because he suddenly couldn’t handle the long distance anymore had shocked her and left her despising all men, a sentiment she was only just now beginning to get over.

      “That’s right. Bradley. Six months is a long time to go without a date when you’re young and beautiful.”

      “Nana,” Delaney said, sighing and stopping in front of her grandmother who was now turned sideways in her chair, “thank you for thinking of me, but I don’t think now is a very good time for me to be dating—Viola’s grandson or anyone else. I’m so busy at the bakery, and with the holidays coming up, things tend to get a little overwhelming. Maybe after the New Year, if Viola still wants to fix me up with…”

      “Mervin,” Nana said with a smile.

      Delaney wrinkled her nose, then realizing she was being rude and judgmental, changed her expression back to a more neutral affect, “Mervin? Maybe… maybe in January I’ll have more time to think about dating again. Okay?”

      “All right, dear,” Nana replied with a sigh. “But don’t wait too long. A young woman like you should be out there enjoying life, not spending her evenings and weekends with an old lady like me.”

      Stooping to slide her arms around her Nana’s shoulders, Delaney said, “Oh, Nana, there’s no one else I’d rather be with.” She felt her grandmother’s arms wrap around her waist and give a gentle squeeze before she kissed the soft, wrinkled cheek she loved so well and then straightened up. “Okay. I’m going to toss in a load of clothes. Why don’t you go see who Judge Judy is reprimanding today?”

      “All right,” Nana said, using the table to pull herself up and waiting a second to get her balance before she headed into the living room. “You know, I plum forgot to watch my story this morning,” she called as Delaney headed off down the hall toward her nana’s bedroom to get the clothes she was intending to wash.

      A few feet away from the bedroom door, Delaney stopped and turned to hear what her grandmother was saying. “You forgot?” she repeated. “Again?”

      “I know,” Nana called. “That’s twice this week. Not sure what’s getting into me.”

      She heard the creak of her grandmother’s favorite recliner as she spun on her heel to get the clothes out of the hamper. “Hmmm,” she mumbled allowed, lifting the only half-full container and heading back down the hall toward the kitchen. The laundry room was just off the small dining area where they usually took their meals, next to a large walk-in pantry her grandfather had added on many years ago when he first realized what a chef his new bride was.

      Raising the lid to the washing machine, Delaney put in the contents of her grandmother’s hamper, threw in a gel tablet of detergent, closed the lid, and set the washer for a load that consisted of both lights and darks. Her grandmother despised Delaney’s “new fangled” washer and dryer, preferring her old ones where items still had to be separated by color and fabric, but Delaney had insisted that if she was going to be doing the laundry, she needed something that didn’t take up so much time. The new appliances had been some of her first purchases once Delaney started making an income from her bakery.

      Taking the hamper back toward her grandmother’s room, she puzzled over this new wave of forgetfulness. There had been times in the past when Nana might occasionally forget something, but forgetting to watch her favorite show was unlike her, and now that it had happened twice in the same week, Delaney wondered if there was anything else she’d forgotten.

      After the hamper was back in its usual position, she made her way into the living room and took a seat on the plaid couch next to the recliner, waiting for a commercial break to inquire about the rest of her grandmother’s day. This sofa had been here as long as Delaney could remember, as had most of the other furnishings in the room, including all of the knickknacks and collectibles that lined the shelves on the walls and the pictures of children and grandchildren that hung above the couch and elsewhere in the room, which included portraits of her father and aunts dating back to the 1960s. Delaney loved that this was the one place in the world she could be assured of sameness and consistency. Her mother, on the other hand, loved to redecorate, and even though her parents had lived in the same house just a mile or so up the road since before Delany was born, sometimes walking into their house seemed foreign, and Delaney spent too much time looking around in an attempt to pinpoint what had changed from the week before.

      Once an advertisement came on, Delaney asked, “Nana, did you remember to take your medication this morning?”

      With a stifled chuckle, Nana replied, “Of course, darling. Just because I forgot my story doesn’t mean I forgot everything.”

      “No, I know, Nana. Of course not. I just… it’s not like you to forget your show. You love that show.”

      “Well, darling, that’s what happens when we get old.”

      Delaney nodded, hoping that’s all it was. She had friends whose grandparents had begun to show signs of dementia at ages far younger than her grandmother’s current seventy-two, and she couldn’t imagine what it might be like to lose her Nana in any capacity. “Maybe I could set a timer to remind you—or set the DVR to record it.”

      Nana made a dismissive wave with her hand. “Oh, Delaney, don’t be silly. If an alarm went off in the middle of the day, I’d think the house was on fire. And you know I can’t figure out that blasted DVR remote. It’s fine, honey. I’ll figure out what those folks are up to tomorrow. You know, I think that Graham is up to no good. And that Ashley, she better get her act together.”

      Delaney giggled and nodded her head, though she really had no idea what Nana was talking about. It’d been so long since she watched a daytime television show regularly, she couldn’t have even named one character on any of the soaps. “Well, if you change your mind, let me know. I’m going to go out and make sure the wind didn’t blow down any more branches on top of the garage last night.”

      “Okay, dear. You be careful out there. Bundle up. It’s getting cold out.”

      Stopping to pat her grandmother lovingly on the shoulder, Delaney made her way to the back door, hoping that this memory lapse was nothing to worry about. She made a mental note to mention it to her father the next time they spoke and set about putting her coat and gloves back on. Even though she was fairly certain the old tree next to the garage was nothing to worry about, she felt responsible for Nana now, and she wanted to make sure there wasn’t anything inside or outside that could harm her in any way. It was the least she could do for the woman who had always done so much for everyone else.
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      The sharp scent of pine and spruce, mingled with the earthy smell of freshly plowed soil filled his lungs as Josh Taylor stood near the top of one of many rolling hills looking out over the vast expanse of the Taylor Christmas Tree Farm. It was early, and like most days this time of year, it would be long, but at least it was Saturday, so he would have no out-of-town deliveries. While the crowds hadn’t quite started making their way to the little village his parents had created over twenty years ago, he knew they’d be there soon enough. Thanksgiving had passed, and the joy of the holiday season was now upon them. While he had long associated Christmas with physical exhaustion, he also loved the spirit of the holidays, and getting to spend this time of year with his parents and extended family once again made getting through the long days a bit more tolerable.

      Josh removed his stocking cap and ran his hand through his unruly brown hair. He knew it was time for a haircut, but he liked letting his wavy hair grow a bit long this time of year. As the November breeze picked up a bit, he remembered why; there was just something freeing about feeling the wind in his hair. Unfortunately, that was about the only part of him that felt free these days. He placed the black stocking cap back on his head and shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his matching coat, letting out a sigh before returning to the four-wheeler that had brought him this far, and with one more glance around at the saplings dotting the outskirts of his parents’ land, he headed back to the house.

      His mother had insisted that the little village his father built for the Christmas crowds be set far away from their actual home. Josh passed by the little shops and the reindeer pen on his way to the log cabin his father had constructed practically on his own before Josh or his brother and sister were even born. While the rough-hewn timbers on the outside gave the appearance of a larger version of what one might have seen sprinkling the West Virginia hillsides a hundred years ago or more, on the inside the home was much more accommodating. Though it was cozy, it was big enough to welcome visiting family, complete with an ample kitchen where his mother would spend the majority of her day if she were allowed.

      Pulling the ATV to a stop near the two-car garage, Josh stepped off and stretched. He’d gotten up before dawn to go check on his father’s newest planting, trees that wouldn’t be ready for a few more Christmases, and planned to spend most of the day out in the western acreage harvesting trees that would make for a merry Christmas this year. But first, he would enjoy the spread he was certain his mother was preparing for breakfast. His mouth watered thinking of the eggs, bacon, sausage, and homemade biscuits he imagined she was cooking right now in anticipation of the arrival of his brother, sister, their spouses and children, as well as anyone else his father may have commandeered to work on the farm that weekend.

      Before Josh even made it inside, he heard his father’s voice and realized he was sitting on the porch swing, phone in hand, having a bit of a heated discussion with someone, and Josh paused to see if everything was okay.

      “No, I understand. If he’s lost his driving privileges, Faye, then I guess we’ll have to figure something else out. I get it. It’s just I wish you would’ve called me last night so I could have found someone else to go. Yes, I know. I agree, it is important to teach them responsibility when they are young. Okay—yes, send him over and I’ll put him to work.” Kent Taylor said his goodbyes and hung the phone up, letting go a sigh of frustration as he did so.

      As if he’d just noticed Josh standing nearby, Kent grimaced and attempted to force a smile, but it didn’t quite come out the way he intended, and Josh could see that he was clearly put-out about something. “What’s going on, Dad?” he asked. Faye was Josh’s cousin, and as far as he knew, her son Will was set to make a delivery run to a few of the lots this morning. From what he could tell by listening to his father’s end of the conversation, though, it sounded like that wasn’t happening.

      “Will stayed out too late last night and missed his curfew,” Kent explained, running a hand through his thinning hair, which he kept much shorter than Josh’s, keeping its tendency to break into waves in check. “Faye has suspended his driving privileges, which I don’t blame her for, but had I known she was considering that as a punishment, I wouldn’t have arranged for him to take those trees to Winchester today.”

      Josh nodded, everything he suspected becoming clear. “Well, it sounds like she’s still going to bring him over to help, so that’s good.”

      “Yes,” Kent nodded, “but you know he’s better at driving than he is anything that has to do with actual physical labor.”

      Josh chuckled. Will was one of the lankier, scrawnier family members that worked on the tree farm. Most of the time, he tired out, or quit from a lack of motivation, long before the rest of the team was ready to take a break. “Is Mackenzie still bringing over Payton and his friend Robert?” Josh asked, referring to his older sister and her son, who was not old enough to drive yet, but he was strong and a hard worker. He was also usually good for bringing a friend or two who wanted to earn a little gas money.

      “Yes, and your brother is coming, as well as a few of the other cousins. But we have a lot of trees to bring in today. Your mom will definitely be busy at the village now that Thanksgiving is over, and next weekend will likely be one of our busiest. We need to get at least a few hundred more trees down to the village, and then you’ve got deliveries to make almost every day this week.”

      Josh nodded. He was very familiar with the business of his schedule. He had already started making the trips to different lots this past week, delivering hundreds of trees to towns in three states, and his mom had been on the phone with dozens more retailers the last few days scheduling drop offs for the coming weeks leading up to Christmas. While Josh didn’t mind the monotony of driving around the countryside taking the trees to various towns where he knew they would make for many a happy holiday, he also enjoyed working the land with his father, brother, and other members of the Taylor clan. That’s what weekends were for this time of year. However, seeing the desperation on his father’s face and knowing there were very few people he trusted to actually deliver the trees and speak to the clients, Josh said, “I can take this load.”

      Kent’s eyebrows raised, and Josh knew it was because his father understood how much Josh looked forward to having his weekends off from deliveries. “Are you sure, Son?” he asked. “I could ask Travis to do it.”

      Chuckling at the thought of his older brother attempting to tactfully interact with the various retailers he’d have to speak with when dropping off the trees, Josh said, “Sure, Dad. It’s fine. It shouldn’t take more than a few hours, right? I’m sure I’ll be back in time to get some work done out there in the mountains with you.”

      A look of relief washed over Kent’s face. “I hate to even ask you. I know you get tired of all the driving during the week.”

      “You didn’t ask me,” Josh reminded his father. “I volunteered. It’s not a big deal, Dad.”

      “Still,” Kent said, standing and crossing the few steps so that he was standing next to his son, who was a good half-foot taller, “I know how you feel about the farm, and the fact that you’re willing to take all of your vacation time to come out here and help us means a lot to your mom and me. It makes me proud to hear you say you’re willing to do whatever it takes to make this a profitable year for us.”

      Josh shrugged and carefully studied the wood grain in the porch between his work boots. “Dad, I love the farm. It’s not that I don’t. I just don’t know that it’s my dream, you know? At least, not the way that it’s always been yours. But I want to help. You know I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to.”

      “I know,” Kent interjected quickly, patting his son on the shoulder. “I understand. Maybe, while you’re out there today, you can think about what we talked about.”

      Holding back a sigh, Josh nodded. “I will,” he confirmed, then forcing a smile, he added, “I am definitely not leaving before breakfast, though.” The aroma of freshly cooked bacon made his mouth water, and he paused for a second to take a deep breath before pulling open the screen door, holding it for his dad.

      “I can’t fault you there,” Kent replied, pushing open the large oak door where his wife had already hung a beautiful, handmade wreath she’d created from pine trimmings. “As long as you’re on the road by 9:00 you shouldn’t have any trouble making it to Winchester on time. Although, I will need you to go through Berryville and stop off at Gallows. They’ve ordered twenty trees.”

      Following his father across the living room and into the kitchen, Josh repeated, “Gallows in Berryville and then on to Winchester. Got it.”

      “I always thought Gallows was a funny name for a Christmas tree lot,” Lydia Taylor said as she slid plates across the counter to her husband and son, both heaped to the brim with the country breakfast she’d just prepared. “It always made me wonder if they used to specialize in a different sort of product also made from lumber.”

      Josh chuckled as he sat down at a barstool across from his mother and next to his father. While there was a perfectly good dining room table in the adjoining room, eating breakfast in here on the weekends was always a bit more intimate, and he knew his mother would continue to prepare more food as he and his father ate in anticipation of the rest of the family members and crew who should be there in an hour or so.

      “I believe that is a family name,” Kent explained, digging into his eggs. “Mmm, mmm,” he proclaimed, and after swallowing, added, “even better than your last.” It was a comment he made each time his wife prepared a meal for him, and even though she had heard it thousands of times through the years, it always brought a blush to her cheeks and a smile to her lips.

      Lydia Taylor was fairly tall and insisted that her sons got their height from her, while her daughter was stuck with Kent’s average height. She wore her dark hair cut to shoulder length, and while she had put on a few pounds over the years, mostly from sampling her own creations, she was definitely able to keep up with her grandkids. Josh watched as she pulled a cookie sheet filled with steaming biscuits out with one hand and popped another in with the other, thinking his mother could make her way around this kitchen blindfolded. “Are you going to be making the deliveries then today, honey?” she asked, glancing back over her shoulder at her youngest child.

      “I am,” Josh said between bites of bacon. “I guess Will got himself into a little trouble.”

      Lydia shook her head and leaned against the counter in front of them. “That doesn’t surprise me. Still, he’s almost eighteen years old. It’s too bad he can’t get his act together.”

      “He’s a good kid,” Kent chimed in, defending his fallen delivery boy. “He just needs a better father figure.”

      “Or a good swift kick in the pants,” Lydia muttered as she wiped at the counter with a tea towel, though Josh was fairly certain there wasn’t a speck of crumbs or splatter of liquid anywhere in the kitchen to be found, despite his mother’s continued food preparation. “Thank goodness none of our kids ended up being slackers like your cousins’ children.”

      Clearly trying to avoid a conversation highlighting the downfalls of his distant family members, Kent said, “Are you excited to have the granddaughters help you in the shop today?”

      Lydia’s face brightened at the mention of the two little girls. “Oh, yes. I think we’ll be busy, too. Bridgette is excited to make another wreath, and Chloe wants to be in charge of the reindeer.”

      Kent chuckled. “That Chloe. She’ll make sure everyone pets them properly, I’m sure.”

      Josh loved his two little nieces, his brother Travis’s girls. One of the things he loved most about visiting his parents during this time of year was watching their faces light up at the mention of Santa Claus or anything Christmas related. This was such a magical season, particularly for children, and he was happy to get to share the holidays with the girls while they were still small enough to believe in the splendor of it all. Bridgette would be six soon, and Chloe was only three. Looking at his parents’ faces when they spoke of their youngest grandchildren made Josh wonder what it would be like when he had his own kids someday and he could bring them by to visit their grandparents.

      “Well, if you’re going to Berryville, you should stop by Charles Town on your way,” Lydia said, pulling an advertisement out of the newspaper sitting next to them on the counter. “I guess I didn’t realize what a quaint little downtown area they have over there.”

      Having grown up in Shepherdstown, Josh was no stranger to the surrounding area, and he had visited Charles Town many times when he was younger, mostly just to have something else to do on the weekends or during high school sports competitions. He didn’t quite share his mother’s enthusiasm, however, though he listened as she continued to discuss the flyer.

      “The antique store looks interesting,” she continued, “and they are having a festival in a few weeks. There’s a diner and a cute little bakery. I wonder if they have any treats we could sell in the shoppe.”

      “You already make enough cookies and cakes to fill up the shoppe twice over,” Kent pointed out, taking a sip of his orange juice.

      “Oh, I know,” Lydia replied, scarcely looking up from the sheet of paper. “I just love new ideas, that’s all. If you’re in a hurry, I suppose I could run over there sometime this week and check it out. I just thought, you may as well stop by for a cup of coffee, see if there’s anything inspiring. I just love this time of year. Everything is so festive and magical. Why not see a new place?”

      “Charles Town is definitely not a new place,” Kent reminded her. “Wasn’t it founded by George Washington’s brother.”

      “Yes, smarty,” Lydia said, finally setting the ad down. “That’s not what I meant. A place you haven’t visited in a while—some place with fresh ideas.” The timer on the oven made a chirp, and she went to check on her biscuits.

      As Kent rattled on about how there was enough adventure awaiting him on the western acreage, Josh picked up his mother’s flyer and gave it a look. It was a well put together photo spread of a few older buildings decorated for Christmas, with lots of smiling faces and an invitation to check Charles Town out for the holidays. With a shrug, he thought, “Why not?” He hadn’t been there in years. Maybe he would stop by the bakery for a cup of coffee if he had time. May as well see what Charles Town had to offer if he had to head that direction anyway. It wasn’t how he had planned on spending his Saturday morning, but then, some of the best things in life happen with absolutely no preparation whatsoever.

    



OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/potential-rogue-wolf-logo.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/new-cocoa.jpg





OEBPS/images/heading-snowflake-screen.png





