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            Dear Readers:

            I’m so excited to be joining Hope Ramsay, A.J. Pine, and Rochelle Alers in this anthology, and I hope that all our readers love these Christmas stories. The Perfect Christmas brings the Longhorn Canyon Ranch series to an end. An author just knows when it’s time to finish a series, but it’s never easy to leave the characters and move on to the next book. These wonderful characters have been in my head for more than two years, and I must admit that I dragged my feet (or maybe I should say my fingers) more than a little bit when I got close to the last bit of The Perfect Christmas.

            I’d like to send out a thank-you to everyone who helped make this story possible—to my fabulous editor, Leah Hultenschmidt, who draws every last emotion right out of my stories, and to the whole team at Forever; to my agency, Folio Literary Management, and my agent, Erin Niumata; to my husband, Mr. B, for everything he does so that I can continue to write; and to all my readers who buy my books, tell their neighbors and friends about them, leave reviews, and write notes to me. I appreciate and love every one of you.

            Until next time, happy reading!

            Carolyn Brown

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Cowboys do not cry.

         That’s what Landon Griffin kept telling himself as he listened to Vince Gill sing “Blue Christmas” on the radio that cold evening in Sunset, Texas. His mother had passed her love for everything Christmas on to him, and she would want him to enjoy their favorite time of the year. Teresa Griffin hadn’t been a model mother, but from Thanksgiving to New Year’s, every single year, she had made wonderful memories with Landon. As he thought of those good times, tears welled up behind his eyes and spilled down his cheeks.

         He parked his truck in front of the Quiltin’ House in Sunset, Texas, and pulled a red bandanna from his hip pocket to dry his wet cheeks. Snowflakes that seemed to be as big as half-dollars drifted aimlessly out of the sky, as if there were no such thing as gravity pulling them to the ground. He and his mother had always wished for a white Christmas, but that would definitely have been a miracle in Southern California, where he’d been born and grown up.

         He’d never even known he had two half brothers in Texas until his mother had passed away. Not having any other family, he was eager to seek them out. So he’d come to the Panhandle last summer, and Pax and Maverick Callahan were everything he’d thought a big, warm family should be. And just like family should do, he was quick to help out. To his surprise, he found he loved working on the ranch. There was something about taming the land and caring for the great big shaggy beasts, the exhausting work, and the sense of accomplishment every day that he couldn’t get enough of. So when an opportunity arose to learn more from his brothers’ friends in Longhorn Canyon, he jumped at the chance.

         He opened the truck door, grabbed the sack of groceries from the passenger seat, and shivered against the first burst of icy wind that sent the snowflakes into a frenzy. He made his way across the yard to the old house that had been someone’s home for years before Claire Dawson turned it into a quilt shop.

         He heard little Sally weeping as if her heart was broken when he stepped up on the porch. At less than a year old, she was way too young to be crying over memories of Christmases past, but Landon’s eyes glazed with more tears just listening to her. He knocked once on the door frame and then went right on inside to find the little girl hanging on to her mother’s leg. Landon set the bag containing sugar and cinnamon on the floor, dropped to his knees, and held out his arms. Sally had just started walking the week before and didn’t always trust her legs, so she dropped down on her hands and knees and crawled over to him. When he picked her up, she laid her little head on his shoulder.

         “What’s the matter with the princess?” He patted her on the back as he stood up with her still in his arms.

         “She’s cutting two-year molars, and nothing seems to help.” Dixie Boudreaux carried the bag to the kitchen. “Thanks for getting these things for me.”

         “No problem. I was in town to buy feed anyway,” Landon said.

         Sally leaned back, tucked her delicate little chin down to her chest, and looked up at Landon with big blue eyes, still floating in tears.

         “I’m right here, princess,” he told her. “Want me to rock you and see if that will fix those old nasty teeth trying to come in?” He set her down long enough to remove his coat and hat.

         She held up her arms and said, “Lan-Lan rock.”

         He tossed his coat and cowboy hat on the cutting table. Then he picked up the toddler and sat down in the rocking chair with her. He had sure gotten attached to the child in the past three months that he’d been working at the Longhorn. Leaving her in a couple of weeks to go back to his brothers wouldn’t be easy.

         He glanced over at Dixie, who was standing on her tiptoes to put the cinnamon away on the cabinet shelf. The first time he met her at Longhorn Canyon Ranch at the Labor Day picnic, he had reached out his hand to shake hands with her and stepped in a gopher hole. He dropped to his knees about the same time that she took hold of his hand, and it looked like he was proposing on the spot.

         “Pleased to meet you,” he’d said.

         “Even if I’m bad luck?” Her blue eyes twinkled.

         He had stood up, dropped her hand, and tried to ignore the vibes but, how could he? She was a pretty woman with all those curves and dark brown hair. And of course, the ranch families and hired hands kept teasing him about proposing to the first single woman he met in Sunset, Texas.

         The attraction had only deepened through the day when he saw how not only her own daughter but the other little babies at the ranch flocked to her. Her sweet nature with everyone had warmed his heart and soul, and he had wanted to know more about her. He’d started making excuses to stop by the quilt shop a couple of times a week, and they’d become friends. He wouldn’t let it go beyond that—not when he didn’t plan on sticking around too long. Why start something that he couldn’t finish without breaking either her heart or his in the process?

         “Hey, what’s your favorite memory of Christmas?” he called out.

         Dixie thought for a moment. “I don’t really have any good memories of this time of year,” she finally answered. “Tell me about yours instead.”

         He was sitting in one of the two rocking chairs in what used to be the living room. Nowadays, the walls were lined with shelves filled with bolts of fabric. A long table with a sewing machine on one end and an area for cutting on the other sat in the center of the room.

         “Well, the first thing that comes to mind is decorating a Christmas tree. We always did that the day after Thanksgiving. When I was little, we made ornaments in school, and Mom kept every single one—even the hideous ones. And it was always my job to put the star on top.” He smiled at the memory.

         “We never had a tree at our house,” Dixie shared. “Just couldn’t afford it. Or presents. But sometimes the fire department delivered something for us, like those give-to-the-needy-children things that towns often do.”

         “That must have been hard.” Landon’s heart broke at the idea of Dixie never having a real Christmas experience like he’d had. Teresa may have left him with the nanny most of the year, but she always made sure they celebrated the holidays. They’d decorated a tree together. She took him around to see the holiday lights. They used to make and decorate cookies—the frosting being his favorite part of course. Well, maybe the eating, come to think of it. And then, after all the gifts were opened, they would go see whatever new movie was playing at a nearby theater. The presents on Christmas Day were just the last thing on his list of memories and didn’t mean nearly as much as getting to share a month with his mother.

         “I usually just tried to pretend the Christmas season was like any other time of year.” Dixie shrugged. “I got by with telling myself I didn’t need any of it. But I’ll be honest, it was hard as a kid.”

         Landon felt a distinct pang in his heart. “Princess Sally needs a Christmas tree, and so do you, Dixie,” he said. “As soon as you close the shop, we’ll bundle this little girl up and go cut down a small cedar at the ranch.” Sally waved her little fists in the air as if she were in total agreement.

         “How would we even decorate it? We don’t have any ornaments.” She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear and cocked her head to one side. Landon could tell by her expression that she was warming to the idea.

         “See all those quilting scraps?” He pointed to the cutting table. “I can cut circles out of those, and you can sew them together. They’ll be like little round ornaments, and we can string some popcorn for a garland or maybe we could just bunch up some strips of burlap and use it for garland, and we’ll make a star out of that cardboard box. We could glue some of that gold-lookin’ fabric to it…”

         “And maybe put some glitter glue around the edges. Yes…that could work. What about lights?” she asked.

         “There’s already lights around the window frame,” he answered. “We’ll set it right over there in that bare spot in front of the window. The sun will light it up in the day, and the moon and stars will be the lights for it at night.”

         “You’ve got quite an imagination there, cowboy. And an answer for everything it seems,” she said with a smile. “How could I possibly say no?”

         He grinned back at her. “I’ve got to take that load of feed out there to the ranch, but I’ll be done unloading it by five. Can you and Sally be ready a few minutes after that?”

         “Sure!” she said with enthusiasm.

         “Down,” Sally demanded.

         “She may not know many words, but she knows what she wants.” Landon set her on the clean floor.

         The baby crawled over to a cardboard box that held her toys, picked up her favorite teddy bear, and then went right back to Landon and reached up with one arm.

         “Go,” she said.

         “We can’t go right now,” Dixie started to explain.

         Sally’s chin quivered, and tears flooded her cheeks.

         “It’s only thirty minutes until you close up.” Landon picked up the child and settled back down with the baby and the teddy bear in his lap. “I can wait that long, and then I won’t have to drive back into town. She can play with Little Bit and the kittens while I unload the feed.”

         “She loves that little miniature donkey, but it’s all right if she gets disappointed once in a while. You’re spoiling her, you know,” Dixie told him.

         “And I intend to keep doing just that. After all, I’m only here another couple of weeks before heading back out to my brothers’ ranches.” He picked up one of the little girl’s books. “Let’s read about Frosty the Snowman. If we get a white Christmas, and the folks out at the ranch tell me we just might, you and your mama and I might make a snowman like Frosty right out there in the front yard. We’ll take a picture of you in front of your first Christmas tree and one with your snowman and one of you sitting on Santa’s lap.”

         “Looks to me like she’s quite enjoying your lap right now,” Dixie said and smiled.

         “I saw a flyer that said Santa was going to be at the Sunset Volunteer Fire Department, and Hud is dressing up like Santa this year. The local ladies in the community are going to have cookies, and the fire department is giving away bags of fruit and nuts. We need a picture of Sally to go with all the others we’ll take while we’re—” He stopped before he said something about the whole Christmas experience. “So we can make a Christmas album for her. If you make one every year, then she can look at them all when she’s grown and remember all the good times.”

         “Do you have a set of albums like that?” Dixie swept up scraps of fabric from the floor.

         “I did,” Landon sighed. “They were stored at my friend’s house in Paradise, California, but when his house burned up in that big wildfire last year, we weren’t able to save them.”

         “I remember hearing about that fire, and I felt so sorry for those people. I know what it’s like to be in a fire,” she said. “I’m sorry that you lost all those pictures.” Dixie patted him on the shoulder as she headed down the hall. “If I’d had something like that and lost it, that would devastate me.”

         “I’ve got to admit to a few tears, and big boys aren’t supposed to cry,” he said.

         “Neither are big girls, but believe me, I’ve sure shed my share of tears over a lot less than that,” Dixie said. “Maybe tears are just a way to let the grief out of our souls.”

         “I like that thought.” He smiled. “To tell the truth, I hadn’t grieved much for my mother until then.”

         “That gave you an outlet for your pain,” she said. “I should get our coats and hats.”

         “And maybe a blanket or quilt to wrap this baby up in while we chop down a tree,” Landon suggested. That wasn’t what he wanted to say to Dixie—not by a long shot. He wanted to tell her that he’d had feelings for her from the first time he saw her and that they’d deepened through the past three months as he’d gotten to know her better. He had known what it was like to be raised by a single mother, so he could understand Dixie’s struggles. He admired her too much—liked her too much—to ever give her a moment’s heartache or pain, and he wasn’t sticking around that part of Texas.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dixie took time to brush her hair, pull it up into a ponytail, and apply a little lipstick before she gathered up her heaviest coat and a little snowsuit that Retta had given her when her own child, Annie, had outgrown it. Just to be on the safe side, though, she picked up a quilt like Landon suggested, along with the diaper bag.

         She hadn’t been a bit surprised at the little spark of electricity that popped when she touched Landon on the shoulder. From the first time she shook hands with him at the ranch and he’d stepped in that gopher hole, there had been chemistry between them. If she’d tried to get him out of her mind, it would have been impossible, what with all the teasing from the ladies at the two ranches about Landon’s “proposal.” Since that day, their friendship had kept growing, and she’d learned to admire him more and more. His heart was as big as Texas, and he was constantly doing sweet little things, like making sure she and Sally had a Christmas tree.

         Dixie stood back in the shadows for a few moments and listened to him read. He hadn’t quite picked up the Texas drawl that all the other cowboys out on Longhorn Ranch had, and with his shaggy blond hair and scruffy beard, he didn’t look much like them either.

         Oh, but he sure looks fine to me, she thought.

         Landon looked up, caught her eye, and smiled. “You got those coats ready? This little princess says she’s ready to go. My mama would have loved her. She told me that she always wanted a daughter, but all she got was three old ornery boys. I still have trouble forgiving her for not telling me about my two brothers until I was grown.”

         “I have trouble forgiving my mother for turning her back on me when I got pregnant, and Sally’s father for leaving us. But it doesn’t stop the sun from coming up every single morning.” Dixie took the baby from him and slipped the snowsuit on her and zipped it up, then pulled a stocking cap onto her head and tucked her wispy blond hair up under it.

         “In other words,” Landon said as he laid the book back on the table and stood up, “life goes on, and our forgiveness don’t matter much one way or the other?”

         “Oh, it matters. Not for those who did us wrong, but for ourselves. Unforgiveness and hate can take up a person’s whole heart and then there ain’t room for love,” she answered. “So, when we get ready to forgive those who’ve been ugly to us, we free ourselves from the burden of carrying all that crap around.”

         “Then why is it so hard?” Landon kept Sally in his arms and opened the door for Dixie. “And who made you so smart?”

         “I’m not smart, Landon,” she told him. “I’ve figured out that it’s just human nature to want to get even, not forgive. I hated Sally’s father for leaving, but then it finally came to me that he didn’t even know how I felt, and if he did, he wouldn’t care. So why was I hanging on to those feelings when I have a better life right now than I ever had before—and a lot better than if he had even stuck around?”

         “Oh, no!” he said.

         “You don’t agree with me?” she asked.

         “No, not that,” he answered as he opened the back door to his truck. “We need a car seat for the princess.”

         “It’s in the house. I’ll go get it.” She turned around and jogged back to the shop through the inch of snow that was on the ground. She still wasn’t sure about this whole idea of putting up a tree in the shop. Maybe she should ask Claire before she did such a thing. After all, Dixie only worked at the Quiltin’ House, she didn’t own the place. Claire was married to Levi, the foreman out on the Longhorn Ranch. Working for her the past year had been wonderful, and she had become a close friend. Dixie valued their working relationship and their friendship too much to jeopardize either one.

         When she returned, Landon was sitting in the driver’s seat, letting Sally play with the steering wheel. They were both having so much fun that she couldn’t tell him she was having doubts about bringing a tree into the shop without asking. If Claire said that she didn’t want a tree in the shop, then Dixie would just move it into her bedroom.

         “Give me a minute or two to get this thing roped down, and then you can hand her over.” Dixie talked as she worked. “First time I did this when I came to live here, we were in Claire’s car and it took me forever to figure it out, but Sally was only three months old at the time. I’ve had a lot of practice since then.” One of her insecurity tells was to chatter when she was nervous. Most of the time she wasn’t all jittery when Landon was around. He’d been in and out of the shop lots of times when Claire asked him to pick up something in town. She’d spent Thanksgiving at the ranch with all the extended family, and he’d been there too. But this was the first time she’d been alone with him in a vehicle, and it seemed an awfully lot like a date—and that made her tense.

         She got the baby seat fastened down, and Landon handed Sally over the front seat to her. “I’ve never even tried to get a baby seat fastened into position,” he said. “Never been around babies until I came here to work a few months on the Longhorn Ranch. It’s like a big extended family out there. I feel like Emily is my sister as well as Tag and Hud’s, and I can’t even begin to tell you how much I’ve learned from Cade and Levi and Justin. I didn’t even know I liked babies until I moved over here from out in the western part of the state. Retta and Cade’s little girl, Annie, stole my heart, and Claire’s son, Wyatt, and Emily’s little Hayden, why, they’re the next generation of cowboys.”

         “There’s even more on the way. Rose is pregnant with twin boys,” Dixie said. “And you, Landon Griffin, are a natural baby whisperer the way they all take to you.” She got into the passenger seat of the truck. “Nice vehicle here.”

         “Thank you. I saved up my money from working for my brothers and bought it just before I came over here.” He started the engine and backed out onto the street. “I’ve never driven or even ridden as far as that trip was. Mama hated road trips, so we flew everywhere. What’s been the longest drive for you?”

         She didn’t want to talk about road trips. She would rather ask him why he had to leave, but then that might open up a can of worms she didn’t want to deal with. She’d followed in her mother’s footsteps when it came to men. If forty good men were standing in front of them with roses in their hands and singing a love song just to them, they would pick the forty-first one who wasn’t worth crap—the one who wouldn’t work, wouldn’t stay with them in tough times, and was more interested in a six-pack of beer than buying them a rose. She didn’t trust men, but she also didn’t trust herself to pick out a decent one.

         “Did you hear me?” he asked.

         “I’m sorry. I was woolgathering. My longest trip was from southern Louisiana to over around Abilene.” She noticed a spiral of smoke coming from a nearby chimney and then caught a whiff of it. The fire that had almost taken her life and Sally’s had happened more than a year before, but the smell of smoke still made her shiver.

         “Cold?” Landon asked.

         “No.” Dixie shook her head. “It’s the smoke. Gets to me every time.”

         “I heard that you and Sally were in a fire. What happened?” He drove straight to the barn on the ranch and pulled the truck through the double doors.

         “Sally and I were hitchin’ rides, goin’ toward Sweetwater, and we got stuck in Bowie,” she answered. “We were going to sleep in the park, but we saw an abandoned house where we’d at least be out of the cold weather, so we went inside. It caught on fire, and Hud Baker rescued us. I spent a night in the hospital, and Hud took Sally to Rose’s place. The next day Claire offered me a job, and this is where I’ve been ever since. The whole extended family out at the Longhorn Ranch has become my friends since then.”

         Landon laid a hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

         “I keep telling myself that the worst thing in our lives turned out to be for the best, but I suppose the smell of smoke will always remind me of the fear of dying and leaving Sally without either parent.” She glanced over at him and their gazes locked for a few seconds. Then he turned back to watch the road. She wanted to read something into that moment but was afraid to let herself. To Landon, she was a good friend, and it was best to keep it that way.

         She sighed and said, “Maybe it’s just to let me know that I shouldn’t take anything, not even the air I breathe, for granted.” She caught another whiff of smoke when he opened the truck door, and a vision of Hud coming through the gray fog to lead her and carry Sally to safety popped into her head. Had she and Sally slept in a park that night and hitched another ride the next day, she would never have met Landon. Sarah, one of the elderly people who lived down the road from her, often said that everything happens for a reason. Dixie believed it—almost. If everything really did happen for a reason, then why would fate bring Landon into her life, only to have him leave again?

         Maybe it’s to teach you that you need someone other than a baby and a few friends in your world. Claire’s voice was loud and clear in her mind.

         I don’t need anything more than what I’ve got, Dixie argued.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Landon hopped out of the truck with intentions of helping Dixie, but she was already sliding out of the passenger seat when he got there. “I’ll get Sally out of the seat so she can go see Little Bit. He’ll be glad to have some company.” He pulled an apple from the console and handed it to Dixie. “Y’all can give him his treat tonight. I usually find a reason to come out here and bring him an apple or a carrot so he doesn’t get lonely.”

         He freed Sally from her car seat and carried her over to the stall where the miniature donkey was already flipping his tail from one side to the other in excitement.

         Sally wriggled and said, “Down, Lan-Lan.”

         He lowered her to the ground, and she plopped down right beside the bottom rail of the stall and reached up for the apple. When Landon put it in her hand, she held it out toward Little Bit, and as if he understood how small her hand was, he peeled back his lips and very gently took it from her.

         Beau, the ranch dog, slipped under the railing from another stall and came over to lay beside Sally, and then Gussie, the cat that lived among all the houses on the ranch, curled up on the baby’s other side.

         “That’s a modern-day nativity scene,” he whispered.

         “Where are the shepherds and the three wise men?” Dixie asked.

         “They’ll be in the church play. This one tonight is just for us.” Landon draped an arm around her shoulders, and a sense of peace surrounded him like a warm blanket on a cold winter night. He didn’t want to remove his arm and end the moment, or leave the scene, but if they didn’t go soon, they’d be cutting down a tree with nothing but the light of the moon to guide them. With a sigh, he took a step back and said, “I’ll get the feed unloaded in a few minutes, and then we’ll go find a tree. I know just the place to start.”

         While he hefted the feed from the truck onto his shoulders, he stole looks over his shoulder at Dixie. She’d sat down beside Sally in the hay that had been strewn on the barn floor. He had never had a feeling like what he’d experienced moments before, and now that it was gone, he wanted it back. He loaded the last two bags of feed onto his shoulders and stacked them with all the others on the far side of the barn, then made a quick call to Cade, the ranch owner, and returned to Little Bit’s stall.

         “We really should be going,” Dixie said. “Daylight is fading.”

         Sally stopped petting the donkey and stood up. “Lan-Lan, go,” she said as she held out her arms for him to take her.

         “Little corn has big ears,” Dixie said.

         “Evidently,” Landon agreed as he stood and picked up Sally. “I’ll have to remember that when I want to sneak something past her.”

         “Now where do we go?” Dixie asked.

         “Cade said we could grab a tree stand from the barn and that we might have luck finding just the right-sized tree up by the cabin.”

         He settled Sally back into her car seat, held the passenger door for Dixie, then jogged around the back of his truck and slid in behind the wheel. He drove from the barn to the old cabin at the back side of the ranch, whistling “Jingle Bells” the whole way. “You ever been back here?” he asked as he parked.

         “Nope, but I’ve heard the stories about it. Just about every couple on this ranch and on the one next door have used this cabin to live in at one time or another,” she answered. “Claire says it’s magical. That when one of the cowboys moves in here, his true love finds him.”

         I wouldn’t mind getting stuck back here with you, Landon thought.

         “Oh, really?” Landon raised an eyebrow. “So that’s why the boys in the bunkhouse won’t even drive back here. They’re afraid they’ll meet someone, fall in love, and have to give up their weekends at the Rusty Spur.”

         “I wouldn’t know about that, but I think this is a beautiful spot. Not that it matters. We’re here to get a tree and take it home, so we don’t have anything to worry about,” Dixie said.

         He unfastened his seat belt and turned around to say something to Dixie, but he couldn’t utter a word. With a beautiful sunset behind her, all he could think about was taking her in his arms and kissing her until they were both breathless. “What?” she asked. “Is something wrong?”

         “Do you think that us being even this close to the cabin might have an effect on us?” he whispered.

         “Not when you’re going back out to the Panhandle in a couple of weeks,” she said.

         He tried to hide the disappointment on his face and remind himself that he was excited to see his brothers again. “So, what’s your type?” he asked, gesturing to a stand of trees nearby. “Tall and skinny, or short and fat?”

         “I always imagined I’d have a tall, handsome one,” she answered, her eyes sparking.

         Lord love a duck! That cabin might be working its magic yet.

         
            *  *  *

         

         That man is going to make a wonderful father someday, Dixie thought as Landon unbuckled Sally from her seat. He’d been so kind to them. Shortly after they’d met, he had stopped by the shop to bring in some flour and sugar he’d picked up for Claire. He’d sat down on the floor and played with Sally while Dixie put the groceries away, and then he’d stuck around for a while longer talking to Dixie. She’d never had a man—not one of her stepfathers or Sally’s father either, for that matter—treat her like what she had to say mattered, but Landon did. That started the friendship, but these days it seemed like when she was around him, her heart beat a little faster and her pulse raced—that was attraction, not friendship.

         She’d vowed not to put her life, her heart, and her trust in another man after what she’d gone through in the past. Sally’s father had been sweet and kind at times in the beginning but he’d changed when the going got tough. Landon might do the exact same thing.

         She shook her head to clear the thoughts and made herself think about making him a quilt for Christmas. She should applique a snowflake on one square so he would remember this night. Claire had bought a whole bolt of bright red fabric that was printed with white snowflakes for her Christmas Quilt Club, and there was at least half a yard of it left. That, along with a Christmas tree, should commemorate this evening.

         Oh, and I’ll trace Sally’s little hand on a piece of fabric for a square, also. She made plans for more pieces of the quilt as they walked from the truck to the stand of cedar trees.

         “What do you think of this one?” Landon pointed at a tall, thin tree. It was only a few inches shorter than he was, and he had on his cowboy hat.

         “It’s a little too tall, and it’s got all those gangly branches.” She waved her hands as she talked.

         A squirrel climbed down the tree next to the one Landon had picked out, and Sally pointed at the ground. “Down,” she said.

         Landon put her on the ground, and though bundled up in the snowsuit, she chased after the squirrel as fast as she could. When the animal ran up a nearby tree, Sally went right to it and pointed.

         “I guess she’s chosen her tree,” Landon said.

         “It’s the ugliest one in the whole area.” Dixie pointed toward another tree. “What about this one over here, baby girl?”

         Sally stared at the cedar tree and said, “No! No! No!”

         “She can sure say that word plain enough,” Landon chuckled. “If she likes the ugly one with the squirrel, then that’s the one she should have.” He went back to where the truck was parked and brought out a saw.

         “I’ve got some fabric that has animals on it,” Dixie told him. “I could make ornaments that look like squirrels, and maybe elephants and giraffes. You sure you don’t want me to try to talk her out of that poor ugly tree? It looks like the Charlie Brown Christmas tree.”

         “It might not be beautiful now, but it will be when we get it decorated,” Landon told her.

         “It’ll take a lot of ornaments to make that pitiful-lookin’ tree pretty,” she laughed.

         He dropped to his knees and she giggled.

         “What’s so funny?” he asked and then realized that he was on his knees right beside her. “Have folks been teasing you ever since we met too?”

         “Oh, yeah,” she answered. “We’ve got to admit, it was kind of funny.”

         “Yep, it was,” he agreed as he started sawing through the base of the tree. The brave little squirrel hung on until the minute the tree began to fall, and then he jumped to the ground and ran away.

         “We’d better get this loaded before the princess follows that pesky animal to a ten-footer.” Landon threw the tree over his shoulder as if it were as light as a bag of marshmallows.

         Dixie could imagine his muscles bulging under his denim coat and wondered what it would be like to have those strong arms wrapped around her body.

         Stop it! she scolded herself. Don’t let yourself go there. He won’t even be around after the New Year. He’ll find someone out there in west Texas to hang out with.

         He tossed the tree in the back of the truck and then turned around to Dixie. “Since we’re here, would you like to see inside the cabin?”

         “Don’t you need to ask someone or get a key?” she asked.

         “Folks leave it open all the time unless someone is living here,” he said as he led the way over to the cabin. He held the door for Dixie, holding Sally in her arms, and then reached around to switch on the lights. “Especially after Claire got stuck in the snow and had to take shelter here. Did she tell you about that?”

         “Yep,” Dixie answered. “She said that she and her little niece would have frozen if it hadn’t been for the cabin.”

         She stepped farther into the cabin and looked around. A stone fireplace was to her right, a small kitchen area to her left. A coffee table that looked like dozens of pairs of boots had been propped on it sat between the well-worn sofa and the fireplace. Beyond all that, in what was like a little cubbyhole, sat a king-sized bed covered with a brightly colored quilt—no doubt one of Claire’s creations.

         “The bathroom is through that door and the other one is a closet,” Landon explained. “They offered this to me if I’d stay on here at the Longhorn Canyon.”

         Dixie set Sally on the floor, and she crawled over to the coffee table and pulled herself up on it. “Why did you come here, anyway? I would’ve thought you’d want to stay close to your two brothers after you found them.”

         “I love my brothers and their families,” he answered. “But I got this itch to go somewhere else, like something was pulling at me to go.”

         “Seems to me that you’d do the same jobs no matter which ranch you decided to live on,” she said.

         “Yes, but…” He paused. “I guess I’m just not ready to settle down, and I need to do more, work on more ranches, meet more people, and travel more before I settle down. Have you ever felt like that?”

         “Just every week,” she admitted for the first time. “But it’s not to leave Sunset or this area. It’s to have a place of my own for me and this baby, a place that doesn’t have a shop in the living room. Sometimes I feel like she’s never going to have a normal life with so many people coming and going all the time.”

         Something like this is what I’d love, she thought, looking around the cabin, but she didn’t say it out loud.

         Landon chuckled. “You want to dig in and put down roots. I want wings to fly to the next ranch.”

         “If you want to travel and see things, then why are you going right back to your brothers’ ranches?” she asked.

         “It’s only for a week, and then I’ve got a job offer just over the border into Colorado. I’m supposed to drive up there and talk to them the second week in January,” he explained.

         “When you finally settle down, where do you think it might be?” she asked as she turned toward the door.

         “Who knows?” He shrugged. “In another ten years, I might be right back at either Pax’s or Mav’s ranch. When I get ready to put down roots, it would be nice to have family around me. But until then, ranchers always need help.”

         Dixie bit back a sigh. That sealed it right there. Even if they became more than friends, she would never be willing to drag Sally from one place to another every few months.

         “If we’re going to make decorations, we probably should be going,” she said as she took one last look at the sweet little cabin.

         “To tell the truth, I hope the decorations help the looks of that pitiful tree. I’d hoped to find something really pretty for you.” He picked Sally up and followed Dixie outside.

         “I’ve got lots of scraps,” she said. “We’ll just fill in all the bare spaces with decorations. The tree doesn’t have to be perfect. Just think about if it could talk. It would be bragging to all the pretty trees that the cute little girl picked it over them.”

         “You should write children’s books,” Landon told her.

         “I could never do that, but I do tell Sally stories like that all the time,” she admitted.

         “I bet you could if you tried. You should at least write down the stories you tell Sally and keep them in a journal for her.” He buckled Sally into the car seat and then checked the tree in the back to be sure it would ride well.

         “Maybe I will, but right now we’ve got to turn this tree into a pretty one, not tell stories about it,” she said.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         How about pizza for supper?” Landon asked as he drove down the pathway toward the road leading west to Sunset. “The convenience store is open so we could get some slices, or some chicken nuggets if that sounds better, and then get busy decorating the tree.”

         “I’ve got a slow cooker of chicken and dumplings ready to eat at home,” Dixie answered. “Be a shame to waste it. Why don’t we just have that before we start making decorations?”

         “You don’t have to twist my arm. I’m always ready to eat a home-cooked meal.” Landon made a left-hand turn onto the road.

         “So, you’ve got the itch to move again?” she asked.

         “I feel like a fish out of water,” he answered. “I love it here, and I’ve kind of made a shirttail-kin family right here. Emily is my sister-in-law Alana’s friend, and my brothers both worked out here on Tag and Hud’s ranch next to the Longhorn, but I’m just not satisfied yet…” He paused.

         “You feel like there has to be something more to life than this? I love my job, too, and the folks at the ranch are good to me, and I feel guilty when I want more. Is that kind of the way you feel?” she asked.

         “Exactly,” Landon agreed. “I can’t put my finger on it, but I’m restless even when I’m happy.”

         “Well, you’ve got some time to figure all that out,” she told him.

         “Yes, I do, and until the first of the year, we’ve got something to do every single day so that you can have a perfect Christmas.” He slowed down and turned right into the driveway of the Quiltin’ House. “I can almost smell that chicken and dumplings. I’ll get the princess out of her saddle and bring her inside if you’ll go on and dish them up.”

         “Saddle?” Dixie laughed.

         “She’s not a princess who rides in a low-slung sports car. She’s a cowgirl princess who shows up all the boys on the ranch. She can outride and outshoot them and is prettier than the whole lot of them too.” Landon got out of the vehicle, rounded the front end, and opened the door for Dixie.

         Just that small gesture made Dixie feel like a queen. Sally’s father had been Dixie’s only boyfriend, and he had not had an ounce of chivalry. Truth be told, he was a selfish bastard who had left her high and dry when his mother offered to let him come back home if he would leave her and that brat behind.

         “Thank you.” Dixie grabbed the diaper bag and hurried up on the porch to get away from the howling north wind. “Good thing we got the tree when we did,” she said as she unlocked the door. “If we’d waited until now, we would have had to put rocks in the princess’s pockets to keep the wind from blowing her all the way to Dallas.”

         Landon carried Sally into the house, set her on the floor, and removed her little snowsuit. “That’s funny, but so true. Maybe we should carry a bucket full of stones in the bed of the truck for both of you. I’d hate to try to find y’all if you got carried off to Dallas. That’s a pretty big place.”

         “So, you’d come lookin’ for us?” Dixie removed her coat.

         “Of course I would. Your roots are here, not in the middle of a big city.”

         The baby’s little lower lip quivered when Landon walked back out the door without even sitting down for a few minutes. After all the excitement of the evening, Dixie might have felt the same if she hadn’t known he was coming right back. When he brought the tree into the shop, Sally’s blue eyes got as big as saucers, and she clapped her hands. She watched as Landon removed his coat and hat and then got busy putting the tree in the chipped and rusted metal stand. When it was upright, Sally pointed at the top, walked all around it, and jabbered words that even Dixie couldn’t understand.

         “I think she’s looking for the squirrel,” Landon said as he lopped the ends off a few branches in an attempt to give it a better shape. “Maybe we should make a stuffed squirrel first.”

         Dixie headed toward the kitchen. “Before we do anything, we’re goin’ to have some supper.”

         She had been out to the ranch for Sunday dinner after church many times, but she’d never had anyone sit down to a meal with her here in the shop. Her hands shook as she took three bowls from the cabinet and set the table.

         Settle down and enjoy his company, Sarah’s voice scolded in her head.

         A picture of the elderly woman, tall and thin with chin-length gray hair, popped into Dixie’s head. She was part of the Fab Five, as the group of senior citizens called themselves who lived not far from the shop. No one would ever guess that she or any of the other members of the Fab Five were past seventy. They were active in everything in town and had been on a couple of long cruises since Dixie met them. They all spoiled Sally terribly, bringing her prizes and toys every time they went anywhere, even if it was only into Bowie for groceries. Sarah was Dixie’s pick of them all, and if she had a problem, she often went to Sarah for advice.

         “What are you thinkin’ about?” Landon asked.

         His deep voice startled Dixie so badly that she jumped. “Sarah was fussin’ at me.”

         “On the phone?” Landon picked up Sally and carried her into the kitchen.

         Dixie tapped her forehead with a finger. “Right here. She gets into my head sometimes and scolds me.”

         “The whole bunch of them meddle in all of the folks’ lives out at the ranch, but it’s just because they love all y’all. That reminds me. We’ll have to go to the church program Sunday night. They’re going to put on a skit.” He settled Sally into her high chair. “What can I do to help with supper?”

         “Pour the sweet tea. It’s already made up in the refrigerator,” Dixie said. “I’ll slice the bread and set the pecan pie in the oven to warm up.”

         “Holy smokes!” Landon grabbed Dixie around the waist and spun her around a couple of times before setting her feet back on the floor. “This ain’t just supper. It’s a feast.”

         Her heart pounded, and her pulse kicked up a dozen notches. “No, a feast”—she stopped to catch her breath—“is what we have at the ranch for Thanksgiving.”

         “We’ll have to agree to disagree,” he told her. “If you ate whatever the cowboys cook up at the bunkhouse all week, you’d understand. I can’t wait to tell them about this meal. They’re going to be so jealous. Merry Christmas to me,” he singsonged as he put ice and tea into the glasses.

         Dixie couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed an evening so much. Usually, after closing the shop, she and Sally had supper, and then she spent the rest of the evening with the baby before her seven-thirty bedtime. After that, she either cut out the pieces for a quilt or maybe watched some television before she turned in. Tonight, Landon had given her and Sally a taste of the joy of the season. They had a tree. Ugly as the poor thing was, standing over there in the corner with too many branches in some places and gaping holes in others, it was theirs, and Landon would be sharing in the fun of making decorations.

         She hummed as she spooned the dumplings into a large crock bowl and put it in the center of the table. Then she added a platter of sliced bread and a small divided plate with two kinds of cheese. Landon seated her before he took his place and then waited for her to say a simple prayer.

         “We didn’t say grace when I was growing up, and we didn’t go to church,” she said after she finished. “But after the fire, I decided that I needed to go to church, and that I’d raise my daughter to respect God.”

         “We didn’t pray over our food either,” Landon said. “But I got used to saying grace when I moved to Daisy to be near my two brothers. Everyone out there, and everybody here on the Longhorn Canyon Ranch, respects God, like you said.”

         She dipped up small bowls full of chicken and dumplings for each of them, and then put a few spoonfuls on a saucer to cool for Sally. “She can eat a lot of things by herself, but not this.”

         “I’ll help.” Landon cut a dumpling into pieces and blew on a spoonful until it was cool enough to feed her. “Here you go, princess.”

         Sally closed her eyes and made an “mmmm” noise when she tasted the food in her mouth.

         Landon put the first bite into his mouth and said, “I agree. These are great.”

         Dixie could feel the heat rising up the back of her neck. Not once had her ex-boyfriend ever complimented her on anything that she cooked. More than once, he had come in from work, taken one look at the supper table, and said, “I’m not eating this crap. I’m going down to the convenience store and get myself a burrito.”

         “Thank you.” Dixie kept her eyes on her plate and hoped he couldn’t see her scarlet-red cheeks.

         I will not think about the past, she vowed. I will enjoy the memories I have already made today and look forward to what is ahead during this holiday season.

         When they finished eating, she cleaned Sally’s face and hands, set her on an area rug with some of her toys, and turned around to find Landon clearing the table. “I can take care of that,” she told him.

         “Oh, no!” Landon rolled up his sleeves above the elbows. “You cooked and fed me a great supper. It’s only fair that I help with the cleanup. I don’t know where everything goes, so if it’s all right, I’ll wash, and you can dry.”

         Dixie couldn’t keep her eyes off his muscular forearms. A vision of him wrapping her up in his arms popped into her head. The temperature of her body jacked up at least ten degrees, and her voice sounded strange in her own ears when she said, “That’s fine and thank you.”

         He washed the tea glasses first, rinsed them, and set them in the drainer. Her hands shook when she picked the first one up, and she dropped it on the floor. It shattered, sending glass all around her legs and feet. Landon scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the living room. He set her down on a rocking chair and grabbed the broom.

         Landon makes me feel like a queen and this rocking chair is my throne.

         “I’ll clean it up. Just don’t let the baby come into the kitchen until I’m sure there are no more slivers on the floor,” he said. “Are you hurt? Did you get cut? I didn’t realize you’d kicked your shoes off until I looked down.”

         They both noticed a blood spot on the top of her sock at the same time. “Where’s your medicine cabinet? In the bathroom?”

         “What you need is in the cabinet to the left of the bathroom sink,” she answered.

         He picked up the baby, set her in Dixie’s lap, and handed Dixie the first book he could lay his hands on. “Here, you hold Sally so she doesn’t get into the glass, and I’ll take care of your foot.” Then he patted Sally on the back. “Mama is going to look at a book with you, baby girl.”

         “Lan-Lan, go?” Sally’s little lower lip stuck out.

         “Only down the hall,” Landon assured her and glanced down at Dixie. “Bathroom, right?”

         Afraid to blink for fear she’d wake up and find that this was all a dream, she just nodded. Her foot was bleeding, and it should hurt, but she didn’t feel a thing. Did all queens feel like this when their knight in shining armor picked them up?

         Not armor, she thought. Landon is a knight in shining cowboy hat and boots.

         In minutes he returned and dropped to his knees in front of her. “If it needs stitches, we’ll have to go to the emergency room,” he said as he eased the sock off her foot. “Nope, it’s more of a puncture and it’s not deep. Thank goodness you were wearing socks, or it might have been worse.” His big, rough hands felt like silk as he cleaned the wound, applied ointment, and then covered it with a Band-Aid.

         Dixie’s heart pounded and her pulse raced. “Thank you,” she said and was surprised when her voice sounded like she’d been sucking air from a helium balloon.

         “No problem.” Landon patted her on the knee and then started back down the hall to put away the supplies. “Keep Sally entertained, and I’ll clean up the glass, then do those dishes.”

         “I can stand up and dry dishes,” she protested.

         “Of course you can, but let me do it,” he threw over his shoulder.

         While Sally pointed at the pictures in the book about a puppy dog, Dixie listened to Landon singing bits of “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” and humming through the words he didn’t know.

         Landon would never leave his wife and child behind without so much as a backward glance, she thought as she looked down at her bandaged foot.

         He finished the cleanup and came back into the living room. “Are you sure you feel like running a sewing machine tonight? Will it hurt your foot too much to sew?”

         “It’s barely a scratch.” She handed Sally up to him. “Your turn to entertain her while I work on some ornaments to dress up our tree.”

         Landon sat down on the floor and played “name that stuffed animal” with Sally. While she tried to say the animal’s names, he peeked over at Dixie. She cut circles from red and green velvet and then ran a stitch around the outside edge. Then she gathered it up and stuffed the result with leftover quilt batting to make a perfect little round ball. In less than half an hour, she had two dozen ornaments ready.

         “Let’s put these on the tree so Sally can see them before I put her to bed. It’s already past her bedtime,” Dixie said.

         Landon had just finished hanging the last one up close to the top, when Sally crawled between his legs, grabbed one from a low limb, and the tree came crashing down to the floor. The limbs brushed against her face and startled her so badly that she began to cry. Landon gathered her up in his arms, checked her to be sure she wasn’t hurt, and kissed her a dozen times on her cheeks and forehead.

         “It’s all right, baby girl. We should have fastened it down better. Don’t you worry. Mommy and I will get it all fixed so it won’t fall on you again,” he chuckled.

         Dixie righted the tree and stood back staring at it for a full minute. “What are we going to do?”

         Landon handed Sally off to her, went out to the porch, and brought in two heavy flowerpots. He situated them at the base of the tree to hold it steady and then tried to knock it over, but it stayed upright. “It’s not beautiful, but it works.”

         “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” Dixie set the baby down and retrieved a bolt of fabric printed with Christmas trees. She stretched it out on the table, cut two lengths the same size, and sewed up the ends and sides on the sewing machine.

         Sally toddled right over to the flowerpots and was about to stick her hands in the dirt when Landon picked her up again. “Guess my idea wasn’t so good after all.”

         “It was a wonderful idea.” Dixie stood up and carried her two new sacks to the tree. “We’ll just cover the pots with these,” she said as she worked, “and tuck the ends under the bottom like this. Now Miss Nosy Pants can’t get into them.”

         “You are a genius, and now it doesn’t matter if she takes the ornaments off and plays with them.”

         “What do you mean, ‘if’?” Dixie pointed at the baby, who had already taken several of the little balls from the lower limbs.

         “We can always put them back on each evening,” Landon told her.

         “And now it’s time for Sally to have her bath and go to bed,” Dixie said.

         “And I get to rock her to sleep after her bath?” he asked.

         “She always loves for you to put her to sleep,” Dixie said. “Sure you’ve got time to stick around that long? It’s getting late.”

         “I can always make time for you and Sally, and besides, your foot has to hurt, so I’ll take on the bedtime duty tonight.” He grinned. Dixie picked up the baby and carried her into the bathroom.

         Help with supper. Help with the baby. Help with decorating the tree and then rehanging the ornaments that Sally kept taking off without even scolding her. That was more than she’d ever seen her father, her boyfriend, and her stepdad all do combined.

         “Lan-Lan,” Sally said when Dixie set her in the tub. “My Lan-Lan.”

         “No, mine.” Dixie played along with her. Sometimes she would say “my mama,” or sometimes it was “my baby” when she wanted her favorite doll in the bath with her.

         Sally drew her chin down to her chest, and she looked up at her mother from under blond lashes. “Mine.” She pointed to her chest.

         “I can be both,” Landon said from the doorway. “I kind of like being y’all’s Lan-Lan.”

         Heat flooded Dixie’s face so fast that she didn’t have time to even attempt to control the blush. “Trouble is that tomorrow it might be that we’re arguing over whose baby doll or whose mama is hers.”

         “That’s all right,” Landon said. “Tonight, right now at this moment, I get to be her Lan-Lan and I like it.”

         Sally reached up and flashed a bright smile. “Lan-Lan hold?”

         “Yes, I will soon as your mama dries you off and gets you ready for bed. I get to read to you tonight too. Isn’t that great?” Landon said.

         He didn’t say that he had to read to her, but that he got to read to her. His tone and his sparkling eyes left no doubt that it was a privilege, not a chore to rush through. Dixie’s heart swelled with happiness and sucking on a lemon couldn’t have wiped the smile off her face. She could really get used to this kind of arrangement.

         Every night while Dixie brushed the tangles from Sally’s blond hair and put sweet-smelling baby lotion on her body, she gave thanks for all her blessings. That night when she put pink pajamas on her daughter, Landon Griffin was on the top of that list. When she finished getting the baby dressed and carried her out of the bedroom into the shop, Sally reached out to Landon and said, “My Lan-Lan.”

         “That’s right, princess.” He took her from Dixie and went straight to the rocking chair. “I’ve picked out four books. Which one do you want me to read first?”

         Sally pointed at the one with a squirrel on the front of it and settled down with her head on his chest. Before he had finished reading half the book, her eyes fluttered shut, and she was asleep.

         “That didn’t take nearly long enough,” he whispered. “Does she always fall right to sleep like that?”

         “She’s had a really big evening.” Dixie left the table where she had just finished making the star for the top of the tree. “Slip her over into my arms and I will…”

         “No need for that,” Landon said. “Just lead the way, and I’ll put her in her crib.”

         Ever so gently, he stood up with the toddler still in his arms and followed Dixie down the hallway. He noticed a door to the left that led into a room with a huge machine. That had to be where they made their quilts. Then she turned right into a bedroom with a crib only a few feet from a big four-poster bed. He laid the baby down on her back, and Dixie covered her with a blanket that looked like it had seen better days.

         “It’s her favorite, and she’ll fret if she doesn’t have it next to her face,” Dixie explained in a soft voice.

         Landon bent forward and kissed Sally on the forehead. “Sleep tight, princess. Dream of squirrels and Santa Claus and puppies.”

         “Why puppies?” Dixie headed out of the room.

         “Because that’s what I dreamed about my whole life. I asked Santa every year for a yellow puppy, and I also asked my mama for the same thing. I would have traded all the toys I ever got, and even the fancy bike with the special wheels, for a dog, but Mama said that she wasn’t having an animal in or around the house,” he explained as he followed her back to the shop part of the house. “If I ever have the privilege of being a father, the first thing I’m getting my child is a puppy.”

         “So, you think fatherhood is a privilege?” Dixie asked.

         “Just one of the greatest in the whole world,” Landon answered. “One of my favorite memories of my dad is the time he took me to the rodeo. I wasn’t much more than five, and I wanted to be a real cowboy when I grew up. The only sporting event my dad liked was golf, and he hated anything to do with animals. Looking back now, I can see that was a really big sacrifice for him to take me.”

         If only. Dixie stopped her thoughts right there. She wouldn’t live in the past.

         Landon bent and kissed Dixie on the forehead. “Thank you for a wonderful evening. I’ll be by tomorrow right after work to build a snowman out in the backyard if that’s all right with you.”

         “You ever lived in a place where you could build a snowman?” she asked.

         He shook his head. “How about you?”

         “Nope, but I think it would be fun.” She grinned. “Oh, and don’t eat supper before you come over.”

         “You don’t have to tell me twice. Can I bring anything?” he asked.

         “Just a healthy appetite.” She walked him to the door.

         “Will you wait to put the star on the tree until I get here?” he asked. “I want a picture of Sally’s face when we first put it on the top.”

         “Sounds good.” She didn’t want him to go. What she wanted was another kiss or two, maybe even a little south of her forehead.

         When he’d closed the door behind him, she slumped down in the rocking chair and touched her forehead to see if it was as hot as it felt. Surprisingly enough, it was cool.

         “I can’t go there,” she muttered. “I can’t afford to get my heart broken twice. That was just a friendly kiss, not a romantic one, and I won’t make it into something more, no matter how much I want to do just that.”

         She pushed up out of the chair and went to the cutting table where she deftly cut a green tree from a remnant of fabric and appliqued it to a twelve-inch quilt square. When she finished, she cut out a tiny little gold star and carefully stitched it to the top of the tree. After that, she created a red square with a snowflake in the middle and carried both appliqued squares to her bedroom.

         “Day one,” she said as she tucked them away in a dresser drawer.

         She took a quick shower and was in bed by eleven o’clock but tossed and turned until midnight. When she finally fell asleep she dreamed of a yellow puppy, with a red bow around its neck, chasing a squirrel across the yard toward a tree all decorated with cloth ornaments.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Good mornin’.” Sarah threw her coat and gloves on a rocking chair when she entered the shop. “How’s my girl? Oh. My. Goodness. When did you get a tree?”

         “Lan-Lan!” Sally said proudly.

         “Landon says we need the whole Christmas experience,” Dixie said. “So, we cut down the tree and made ornaments last night, and tonight we’re going to build a snowman. Then we’re going to go see the Christmas lights and make cookies.”

         “That’s wonderful,” Sarah said. “You should talk him into staying in this part of the world. Cade says he’s the best hired help he’s ever had, and that he could be a foreman of the Longhorn Canyon within a couple of years if he stuck around.”

         “Not me.” Dixie shook her head. “What if he stayed and then resented me after a while?”

         “Miracles happen during Christmas.” Sarah cocked her head to one side and then the other. “That is one ugly-ass tree. We’ve got an extra one at our house you could use.”

         “Sally picked it out,” Dixie explained.

         “Then it’s the right tree even if it isn’t the prettiest,” Sarah said with a smile. “Patsy threw a fit about me driving down here in the snow, but I told her that I used to ride a four-wheeler to gather up the cattle in worse weather than this. Besides, I want to play with Sally and eat some cookies right out of the oven. I smell cinnamon. Are you making snickerdoodles this morning?”

         Dixie nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I don’t expect many customers in this weather, but Claire and I always have cookies and coffee ready just in case. I bet Patsy had a smart-ass remark about you on a four-wheeler, didn’t she?”

         “Oh, yeah.” Sarah opened one of the baby’s books. “She said that she used to ride a mechanical bull, but that didn’t mean she was stupid enough to do it now.”

         Dixie could visualize Patsy popping her hands on her chubby waist and telling Sarah that she was too old to drive a quarter of a mile in the snow. “You sure you only need one yard of this fabric? Better get as much as you need while you’re here. You might have to whip Patsy to get to drive down here again.”

         “By damn, I’ll walk if she hides my keys,” Sarah declared. “Right now, I’m going to enjoy some one-on-one time with this baby girl before I eat some of those cookies. You got coffee made?”

         “Pot is almost full. I’ll bring you a cup,” Dixie offered.

         “Thank you,” Sarah answered and then started reading a book to Sally about a puppy who was all alone at Christmas.

         “I dreamed about a puppy last night,” Dixie said.

         “Every kid needs a pet. When you get your own place, I’m going to go to the shelter and adopt a puppy for y’all,” Sarah told her.

         “I’m sure Sally would like that, but it’ll be a long time before we save up enough to get our own place,” Dixie said as she handed Sarah her coffee.

         “If you’d let us help, we could rent you that little place next to ours, and then we could babysit this sweet little girl every day while you work,” Sarah said.

         “Thanks for the offer. I really appreciate it, Miz Sarah. I love all of you, but I need to do this on my own.” Dixie cut Sarah’s fabric, made up a ticket, and laid it to the side. With icy roads and bad weather, this might be her only sale that day. She was returning the bolt of cloth to the shelf when the phone rang.

         “The Quiltin’ House. Merry Christmas,” she answered.

         “Is Sarah there?” Patsy asked.

         “Yes, ma’am,” Dixie answered. “You want to talk to her?”

         “Nope, but please call me when she leaves,” Patsy said.

         “Be glad to,” Dixie told her. She had barely put the phone back on the stand when it rang again. This time it was Claire.

         “Hey girl, I’m not even going to try to come to the store for the next few days unless you need me,” Claire said.

         “I can hold it down. I doubt that we will have many customers, and we’re all caught up on orders until after the New Year.” Dixie thought about the throw she was making for Landon and kind of hoped for a couple of slow days so she could finish it. “Oh, and we put up a tree in front of the window in the shop. Is that all right? Landon cut it down for us, and I made ornaments from scraps.”

         “Sounds cute. Take a picture of it with your phone and send it to me. I don’t know why I haven’t thought of doing something like that before now. Can’t wait to see it,” Claire said.

         “It’s not quite finished yet, but sure. I can take a picture of it now,” Dixie told her.

         “Great! Then I’ll see you in church Sunday if not before. Right now, I’m just staying in with the baby. He’s cutting teeth and so cranky it’s not even funny,” Claire said.

         “I’m in the same boat with this girl of mine. See you in a few days,” Dixie said.

         The call ended and Dixie made a mental note to send a picture as soon as she got the first batch of cookies from the oven. She put a dozen on a tray and took them to the little table in the living room where Claire always had cookies ready for the customers.

         Sarah reached for a cookie and dipped it into her coffee. She pinched off a small corner for Sally before she put it in her mouth. “Good, ain’t it, baby girl? Just a little coffee with a snickerdoodle makes it a thousand times better. Those are the cutest ornaments on your tree. So original and fitting for a quilt shop. Love the little squirrel. Are you going to make more animals?”

         “Plannin’ on it.” Dixie told her the story of the squirrel. “I’m too cheap to buy a tree or ornaments.” She snapped two pictures of it from different angles and sent them to Claire. “That’s money that can be saved up for a car so we can be more independent, and before you say anything, I need to do that on my own too.”

         “You’re as stubborn-headed as Patsy,” Sarah said.

         Dixie giggled. “Thank you. I want to grow up to be just like the Fab Five.”

         “Oh, honey, if you mixed us all up together and put us in one little ole thing like you, it would be more dangerous than a box of dynamite.” Sarah laughed with her. “Now why don’t you get busy and make some more ornaments? If you cover it up with stuff, it might look like something other than a Charlie Brown tree. What are those two pillowcases covering up, anyway?”

         Dixie nodded in agreement. “The flowerpots from the porch are under the sacks. Sally can’t get into the dirt inside them that way, and they’re propping up the tree so it won’t fall over again. I’ve got to admit, even though the tree isn’t beautiful, the experience of getting it and sharing time with Landon was amazing.”

         “That boy really likes you,” Sarah said.

         “I really like him, but…,” Dixie began.

         Sarah held up a hand. “There are no buts in relationships.”

         Dixie wanted to believe that, but she’d had too many disappointments in her life to let herself think such a thing.

         “Would you look at the time? It’s my day to make lunch so I’d better get on home. If you change your mind about the tree,” Sarah said as she picked up her coat and hat, “just let me know, but it is looking better with each thing you hang on it.”

         Sally stuck out her lower lip in one of her famous pouts when Sarah walked out the door.

         “Turn that frown upside down,” Dixie told her little girl as she scattered toys out on a quilt on the floor that Dixie used for a play mat. “We’ve got lots of fun things going on, like working on Landon’s throw. What do you think, sweetheart? Let’s put a snowman on a quilt square today since we’ll be making one out in the yard tonight.”

         “Lan-Lan, snow.” Sally nodded and picked up a stuffed donkey that Sarah had bought for her back on her first birthday. “Lil Bit, snow?”

         “No, Little Bit won’t be here to play in the snow with us, but we’ll go see him again, soon.” Dixie made a snowman out of white satin, sewed small buttons on his face for a nose and eyes, and even appliqued a red-and-green scarf around his neck. Then she designed a square with a string of Christmas lights tangled up in the middle.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The day dragged by for Landon like a snail trying to go from the barn to the bunkhouse in the snow. He spent the morning hefting fifty-pound bags of feed onto his shoulders and carrying them from the truck to the troughs for the cattle and trying not to think about the feelings he’d had when he was with Dixie and Sally the night before. No matter what he did, he kept going back to the aura that surrounded him in the barn when the three of them were all reaching between the old wooden rails of the stall and petting Little Bit. Not even when his mother was alive and the two of them were enjoying all the events of the holiday season had he ever known such peace. Could it be an omen that he was supposed to stay in that area and find what Dixie called his passion right there? He checked the time on his phone and sighed loudly when he saw that it wasn’t even noon yet.

         You are so excited about seeing Dixie again tonight that you are wishing away the hours. His mother’s voice was loud and clear in his head. Why are you leaving this place when you care so much for her?

         She’s a friend, he argued.

         Just a friend doesn’t make you feel like this, my son, she said.

         “She’s had a tough life,” he muttered out loud. “And I want to give her the kind of Christmas you always gave me. This is for her, but it’s also therapeutic for me.”

         He crawled up into the cab of a tractor. In the next two hours he hauled six round bales of hay from where they were stored in one pasture over to another one where a hundred head of cattle had been brought up closer to the barn.

         The day lasted a week, or so it seemed, but finally it was quitting time. He rushed through the bunkhouse, took a quick shower and changed clothes, and drove to the Quiltin’ House. He parked his truck and jogged across the yard. He cleaned his boots on the welcome mat and then knocked on the door.

         Dixie threw it open a minute later. “Come on in. You don’t have to knock. This is a business, you know.”

         “But it’s after business hours, so now it’s your home.” He couldn’t take his eyes off her.

         “That’s sweet,” Dixie said. “I’m glad you’re here. The first thing Sally said this morning was your name, and every time the door opens, she thinks you’re here.”

         “Lan-Lan!” Sally started toward him.

         “I made spaghetti for supper,” Dixie said. “I hope you haven’t eaten.”
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