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MISTLETOE DADDY

 



CHAPTER ONE




 


Marnie Afton was gift wrapping a romance
novel for a customer when the phone rang. As she answered, she
glanced at the hand-carved wall clock and noticed it was an hour
before closing time.

“Afton Books, Stationery and Gifts, may I
help you?” Tucking the handset between her shoulder and cheek, she
topped the package with a silver bow and two tiny teddy bears.

Her grandmother didn’t bother to say hello.
“He’s here.”

Marnie’s arm jerked so hard she knocked over
a small rack of bookmarks next to the cash register. She hurried to
straighten it. “Already?”

“He rented a car in Nashville and drove
straight from the airport,” said Jolene Afton.

“He was supposed to wait and share a ride
with Uncle Norbert and Aunt Linda!” Marnie’s gaze swept the
cheerful store. The only customer was the woman waiting in front of
her.

No Christmas shoppers lingered among the
displays of books and games, thank goodness. She could afford to
close early.

“He must have been impatient to get here,”
her grandmother went on. “You aren’t going to leave that man
standing around thinking you’re still mad at him, are you?”

“No. No...I just—” Marnie swallowed hard.
Until this moment, she’d believed she was ready to face her
ex-husband, for the first time in four years. But was she?

An image of Tom flashed into her mind:
intense green eyes, tanned skin, an unruly mop of brown hair. She
could smell the musky aftershave he’d worn since high school, the
one that made her knees weak. Used to make her knees weak,
Marnie corrected mentally. She was no longer the naive girl whose
pulse sped up at the subtle defiance in Tom Jakes’s hard body and
at the veiled invitation in his glance.

“I think you’ve decorated that well enough,”
her customer said mildly. The woman, a teacher at the new
elementary school outside town, smiled indulgently at Marnie.

“Oh!” Looking down, she saw that she’d
started to apply a second bow. “Well, happy holidays! I know your
sister will enjoy the book. It’s one of my favorites.”

“Mine, too. Have fun at your grandmother’s.”
Collecting the gift and her receipt, the woman exited through the
frosted-glass door.

“Marnie?” demanded the voice on the phone.
“You know that being kept waiting isn’t good for my heart.”

“Please, don’t excite yourself. I’m about to
lock up.” Marnie shifted position and bumped the display shelves
behind her. From high up, something large and furry plummeted onto
her head.

She grabbed the teddy bear before it hit the
floor and nearly dropped the phone in the process. “Granny? I’m
sorry!”

“I don’t think my old system can take all
this suspense,” Jolene warned in her ear.

“I have to close out the cash register and
shut down the computer.” Marnie hoisted the bear onto its shelf.
“Betty’s working tomorrow and on Christmas Eve, but I need to leave
everything in good shape.”

Although it went against her nature to take
off two whole days before the holiday, Jolene had insisted on it.
And, although Marnie had been hearing complaints about her
grandmother’s heart for years, Jolene’s increasingly frequent
references to it were worrisome.

“That dear boy is standing in my front yard,
getting handsomer right before my eyes!” Her grandmother was
clearly picking up steam. “I swear, he looks even better than he
did a few minutes ago. If you don’t hurry, half the women in
Ryder’s County will beat you to him!”

In the mirror behind the shelves, Marnie
inspected herself. Why had she worn this country-style flowered
skirt and peasant blouse? Tom had become a man of the world. She’d
hate for him to assume she’d turned into a hick.

You know who you are, inside. Anyone worth
your friendship will feel the same. On the other hand, there
was nothing wrong with showing pride in your grooming, Marnie
decided.

“I’ll get there as soon as I can, after I
stop by my house,” she informed her grandmother.

“Oh, take as long as you like!” the peppery
old lady responded. “Who cares if my blood pressure soars off the
charts?”

Despite being easygoing by nature, Marnie
could be pushed only so far. Plus, having lived under her
grandmother’s supervision from the age of ten until her marriage,
she was well aware of the woman’s capacity for histrionics.

“Look, Jolene.” She spoke the name with
emphasis, which they both knew meant she’d reached her limit. “I
will get there when I get there.”

There followed a short and, to her
experienced ears, disgruntled silence. Then her grandmother said,
“Let’s not quarrel two days before Christmas. You will be here for
dinner tonight, won’t you?”

“Since I’m cooking it, I certainly will. Now
go take your medicine and, if you’re feeling bad, call Dr.
Spindler. I do wish you’d let me take you to a specialist in
Nashville, though.” Marnie didn’t mean to fuss. Nevertheless, she
had a healthy respect for advances in medical care.

“He’s been my doctor for fifty years, and
he’s good enough for me,” Jolene said with admirable steadiness for
someone in such precarious health. “He delivered my two children,
and he’ll take care of me till one of us kicks the bucket.”

Marnie accepted her grandmother’s resolve.
“See you later,” she said. “I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

After ringing off, she toured the store,
straightening books and adjusting the half-price sign on a rack of
calendars. Other than that, everything was shipshape.

Following her divorce, Marnie had returned to
Tennessee and used a small inheritance from her parents to buy the
town’s bookstore. As Ryder’s Crossing grew, she’d also bought the
store next to it and expanded both her floor space and her
selection of merchandise.

Although she had to compete with the
Internet, not to mention her customers’ shopping trips to Nashville
forty miles away, Marnie was holding her own. People appreciated
her personal service and large stock of children’s books, the homey
touches and the offbeat items she hunted down at trade shows.

She wondered what Tom would think of the
place—not that she expected him to visit it. He was returning for
Christmas to see her grandmother, not his ex-wife. The man Marnie
had loved since high school had become virtually a stranger.

She locked the receipts in the safe and
switched on the answering machine. Tomorrow and Christmas Eve, she
could trust Betty to run the store. Although Marnie thought of
herself as indispensable, she knew her friend was reliable and
efficient.

After pulling on her jacket, she locked the
front door and exited through the rear. A chill December wind
nipped her cheeks, and a tang in the air hinted at snow.

Across the alley behind the store lay a
charming, old-fashioned neighborhood of redbrick houses with
well-kept yards. Marnie had been lucky to buy the property directly
behind her shop, a two-story home that dated from the thirties.

It was the kind of place she’d dreamed of someday
sharing with Tom. Who could have imagined that, at thirty-two, she
would be living here alone and childless, while Tom worked in
Rome?

He’d progressed tremendously since a
difficult childhood with an alcoholic father and a mother who’d
abandoned him. As a teenager, after he and Marnie became friends,
he’d accepted Granny’s offer to move in with them and help on the
farm while he finished high school.

While attending the University of Tennessee
in Knoxville together, they’d fallen in love. They’d managed, with
difficulty, to refrain from making love until they were married.
The experience, the first for them both, had been explosive and
delirious.

Never having entertained ambitions of her
own, Marnie had gladly shared Tom’s life as he joined the Foreign
Service, trained in Washington, and was posted to Tokyo and then
Stockholm. Their lovemaking had been wonderful, and they’d both
enjoyed exploring new places and cultures. For a while, she’d
believed their marriage was perfect.

After several years, she’d broached the
subject of children. Tom’s response had stunned her: absolutely and
definitely no. He didn’t want them and he never would.

It had taken her another few years to accept
that she would never change his mind. Tom wanted a companion, not a
wife to build a family with. Marnie’s deep yearning for children
stirred his resentment and, after several bitter quarrels, she’d
feared that, if she didn’t leave, they might grow to hate each
other.

She’d returned to Tennessee and obtained a
divorce. But a few documents didn’t magically make her fall out of
love, let alone find someone new. In the four years that had
passed, she hadn’t met anyone who could replace Tom.

While she’d heard he was still single, she
refused to read anything into that. Except for their friendship, he
had always been a loner.

Marnie let herself into the house and hurried
across polished wooden floors, past antique furniture bought from
the previous owners. Stuffed bears, her contribution, peeked from
tables and shelves. The sellers had been moving out of state and
planned to rent for a while, so they’d sold most of their larger
items to save shipping and storage.

In addition to the bears, Marnie had added a
few personal touches, such as books and framed photographs. The
result was an appealing coziness that lacked only the chirp of
little voices and the firmness of masculine footsteps to be
complete.

Oh, stop dwelling on what you can’t control.
You have a great life!

Upstairs, she tried on a suit and a tailored
dress before switching back to her skirt and blouse. Why should she
try to impress Tom with her sophistication? He knew she was a
country girl. He’d been a country boy himself, not long ago.

She collected a shopping bag full of gifts
for Granny, Tom, her aunt and uncle, and their estranged son, her
cousin Mike. He was driving in from Santa Fe for a long-delayed
reunion.

In the kitchen, Marnie took out the zucchini
lasagna she’d prepared in advance. With French bread and a salad,
it should provide a meal that even a world traveler could
enjoy.

Everything fit easily into her station wagon,
along with a small suitcase. At Jolene’s urging, Marnie had agreed
to stay at the farmhouse for a four-day weekend.

Although it was merely five miles from town,
snow could make the road hazardous. Besides, there was no
substitute for waking up in her childhood bed on Christmas morning
and descending the stairs to join the family.

And Tom would be there. Marnie experienced a
twist of bittersweet longing. Perhaps they could be friends again,
as they’d been in high school.

But with a major difference. She’d matured
enough to understand that, for him, love meant affection, not a
true joining of their hearts and their futures. To fool herself
into expecting or hoping for more wasn’t fair to either of
them.

Outside town Marnie crossed a wooden bridge
over the creek and followed the curving road through a copse of
trees. Over the river and through the woods to Grandmother’s
house we go.

Gradually the trees thinned, yielding
glimpses of rolling farmland. Grazing cows dotted brownish fields,
which in summer would turn as green as Oz.

In the twilight, she spotted her
grandmother’s mailbox, designed to resemble a birdhouse. Years ago,
someone had left the door open after collecting the mail, and a
bird had actually nested in it. Her grandfather had erected a
temporary mailbox until the fledglings flew away.

The station wagon swung into the driveway.
Before Marnie sprawled a landscape that she knew in all its moods,
from the duck pond around one side to the dormant kitchen garden
marked by withered cornstalks. The farmland in back was rented to a
neighbor, who kept the premises in good repair as part of the
arrangement.

A three-story gray clapboard farmhouse and a
weathered barn dominated the setting. There was nothing fancy about
the house; even the shutters were painted the same unassuming gray.
Yet, to Marnie, the solid, reassuring structure testified that
generations of Aftons had lived here in peace and modest
comfort.

A light-blue rental car sat to one side of
the carport, leaving room inside for Marnie’s station wagon next to
Granny’s sedan. She parked and was opening the rear hatch when she
felt a change in the air.

The hairs prickled along her arms, beneath
her quilted jacket. She knew it was Tom, without being aware that
she’d heard his footsteps or caught a whiff of his aftershave.
Forcing herself to smile, Marnie turned to greet her former
husband.

At the edge of the carport, Tom stood
watching her, his lips slightly parted, his eyes questioning. There
wasn’t a hint of the sophisticate about him today. It was as if
he’d reverted to his old self the moment he set foot in
Tennessee.

Despite his tapered hairstyle, a lock fell
rakishly onto his forehead. A woodsman’s jacket and jeans
highlighted the tautness of his body.

She knew that broad chest and those slim hips
and muscular thighs from having measured every inch of him with her
own body, many times. Marnie felt her breasts ripen and warmth
ignite below the curve of her stomach. It was as if her body had
slept for four years, and now he brought it back to life.

She heard the swift, indrawn breath that
marked his response. Their chemistry remained as potent as ever.
But Marnie no longer mistook it for love.

“You cut your hair,” he said.

“It got in the way.” Instinctively, she
touched the shoulder-length sweep. Before the divorce, she used to
wear her thick, brown tresses nearly to her waist. “How about
helping me carry this stuff in?”

“Sure But I thought we should talk privately
first.” He cocked his head, an old, endearing habit that meant he
was uncertain of how she might respond.

Like the shy teenager she’d once been, Marnie
had an impulse to avert her gaze and scurry away. Instead, she
stood her ground. “Okay. So, how are you?”

“Fine.” He started to say more, then fell
uncharacteristically silent. Tom spoke three languages and had won
a debate trophy in college. He rarely became tongue-tied. Yet he
had suggested they talk.

To jump-start the conversation, Marnie said,
“That must have been exciting last summer, when you went to Malta.”
He’d helped provide staff assistance at an economic conference.

“Granny told you about it?”

“It was in the newspaper,” she said.

“Really?” His breath created a cloud in the
crisp air. “I’m surprised anyone locally is aware of my
existence.”

“You’re one of Ryder High’s most
distinguished graduates,” Marnie corrected.

“Thanks for saying so.” Tom gave a dismissive
shake of the head. “How’s the store?”

“It generates a modest living.” After paying
herself a salary, Marnie reinvested the small profit. “Anyway, I
know Granny appreciates your coming home. She’s been talking about
it for weeks.”

“How could I not show up?” His brow furrowed.
“When she told me this might be her last Christmas, I made the
reservations immediately.”

Marnie stared at him in dismay. “She said
what?”

“Surely you knew.”

“She complains about her heart, but she’s
been doing that for years.” Guilt coursed through her. She should
have paid closer attention.

“She told me it’s worsening,” Tom said
grimly. “She doesn’t expect to last another year.”

Wrapping her arms around herself, Marnie felt
the tears sting. Not wanting to cry in front of Tom, not for any
reason, she hurried on. “No wonder my aunt and uncle are flying in
from Chicago.” Usually her uncle, a minister, spent the holidays
conducting Christmas services at his church.

“Haven’t you heard?” Tom moved closer,
filling her senses with a masculine aroma that was part aftershave
and part subliminal allure. “O’Hare Airport’s closed due to snow.
We’re hoping it’ll reopen tomorrow.”

“I hope they can get a flight.” Marnie hadn’t
thought to check out-of-state weather. “Are the roads bad from
Santa Fe? My cousin Mike is driving in.”

“Not that I know of.” As he reached past her
for the suitcase and the bag of gifts, Tom brushed against Marnie.
A wave of fire swept over her skin, but his averted face disguised
his reaction. All he said was, “Playing Santa? There are a lot of
gifts.”

“I run a shop, remember?” She managed to keep
her tone casual. “I’m sure you picked up plenty of trinkets on your
travels, too.”

“A few.” He paused, so close she could almost
taste him. His body curved over hers, creating a private space for
the two of them, and his lids drifted down seductively.

If he tried to kiss her, Marnie wasn’t sure
she could stop him. Or that she wished to.

Without warning, he straightened and yanked
her luggage from the car. “I don’t mean to mislead you, Marnie.
Things aren’t simple anymore.”

His rejection reverberated like a slap. “They
never were.” She lifted out the casserole and the plastic bag of
bread and salad fixings. “Don’t worry. I’ve been on my own for four
years now.”

“You don’t have to remind me,” he
muttered.

“It’s getting cold.” The wind had picked up,
but the chill that ran through Marnie had nothing to do with the
weather. “Let’s go inside.”

“I want to explain—”

“It can wait,” she said, and, yielding to
impulse, fled toward the house.

*

It hadn’t been Tom’s intention to stand there
gawking. Yet, despite his years as a diplomat, he felt clumsy
around Marnie and afraid of saying the wrong thing.

This thrumming in his body, this tightening
need—he’d believed himself free of it, yet it came roaring back the
minute he saw her. When he got close, he felt as if she were
touching him in places that still, in spite of everything, belonged
to her.

It didn’t help to realize that,
unintentionally, he’d betrayed her. Despite his attempt to prepare
her, the right words escaped him. Maybe there were no right
words.

He flashed on their first meeting, freshman
year in high school. He’d been walking down the hall when he
spotted her at a locker. He’d stumbled and dropped his books like a
stupid kid.

She’d shot him a startled look and scampered
off to class. Tom had spent months working up the nerve to talk to
her. When he did, he’d discovered how amazingly easy it was to
share insights, humor, and dreams. His instincts about her had been
right.

It was because of her that he’d gone out for
the high school gymnastics team, so he could show off in front of
Marnie like some primitive male. Even after he moved in with her
and her grandmother, he’d never lost a sense of awe in her
presence, as if something rare and wonderful had dropped magically
into his life.

When she left him, when he realized she
didn’t love him enough to accept him completely, it had been even
worse than when his mother had deserted his father and him. Tom had
discovered long ago that he could survive almost anything, but this
had been the bitterest pill of all.

Now, he ached to catch her in his arms and
try again to set things right. But they couldn’t. In his struggle
to regain control of his life, he’d unwittingly destroyed any hope
of reconciliation.

Ahead of him, Marnie climbed the porch steps
and opened the door. Sharply, Tom realized that he should have gone
in ahead of her.

“Hold on!” Following, he had to angle
sideways through the door to accommodate the packages. “There’s
something—”

Marnie stopped so abruptly he nearly ran into
her. Gazing over her head, he spotted little Cody trotting out of
Jolene’s bedroom.

The blond boy regarded Marnie with interest.
“Hi!”

Tom caught his breath. He doubted he could
have spoken if his life depended on it.

“Who are you, little fella?” She sounded
amused and puzzled as she greeted the child.

“I’m Cody.”

“Well, I’m Marnie. And if you’ll let me put
this stuff in the kitchen, I’d be happy to shake hands with you.”
She skirted the child carefully. “Where’s your mommy? Are your
folks new in the area?”

“I don’t have a mommy,” the little boy
responded, and ran to Tom. “This is my daddy!”

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


Marnie couldn’t have heard the little boy
correctly. “What did you say?”

“Daddy!” The child pointed for emphasis.
While a ray of sunlight turned his ash-blond hair nearly white, his
eyes remained a much-too-familiar shade of clear green.

“I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t know
how.” Tom stood behind her, his breath warm against her neck. “I
wrote Granny six months ago, but I guess she wasn’t any better at
finding the words than I was.”

A child. Tom had a child.

Numbly, Marnie stared down at the moppet.
Although his hair was lighter than her ex-husband’s, there was no
denying the resemblance.

How was it possible? They’d been divorced for
four years, and she guessed Cody to be about two and a half. Tom
must have connected with another woman soon after she left.

Although it was possible he’d fallen for her
on the rebound, Marnie refused to fool herself. She’d supposed all
along that he would want children when he met the right mate.

No wonder Granny hadn’t mentioned anything.
It hurt like fire that the man she loved had so quickly experienced
happiness with someone else.

Despite his claim that he’d meant to tell
her, he hadn’t done so. It was cruel to spring the discovery on her
this without warning, at a vulnerable moment.

Her voice trembling, Marnie said, “I don’t
see why it would be that difficult to send a wedding
announcement.”

“I’m not married,” Tom murmured as his son
padded down the hall ahead of them, toward the kitchen.

“You certainly have changed.” That was
hardly her business, Marnie conceded. It was easier, though, to
focus on anything except her knife-sharp sense of betrayal. “You
didn’t used to believe in hooking up casually, especially where
children were concerned. Unless it’s your... your girlfriend who
objects to marriage.”

“There is no girlfriend.” Tom shoved his
hands into his pockets, more like the teenager she remembered than
the man he’d become. “It was an accident.”

Marnie refused to yield to a sneaking sense
of relief. Accidents didn’t just happen, especially not to grown
men who had managed to remain childless through six years of
marriage. “Sort of like being hit by a truck?”

“I was careless,” Tom said. “Believe me, this
wasn’t deliberate.”

The remorse in his expression failed to
soften Marnie’s anger. “He’s a precious little boy. Please don’t
refer to him as if he were a... a stray kitten!” She stalked into
the kitchen in Cody’s wake.

The room, which stretched along the back of
the house, was lined with modernized counters, cabinets and
appliances. Through the large windows, her gaze swept the willow
rockers on the screened porch and, in the yard, the remnants of a
rose garden, pruned for the winter. Farther away stretched the
sleeping fields.

There was no sign of Jolene. “Where’s
Granny?”

Tom reached the doorway. “Resting.”

“She didn’t sound very restful when she
called half an hour ago to hurry me up,” Marnie challenged.

“Okay, she’s not resting, she’s hiding,” Tom
said, his tone growing edgy. “In her bedroom. Plan to make a
federal case of it?”

In her current mood, Marnie would be happy
to. A federal case complete with invading agents, their guns
blazing, or helicopters strafing the back yard. As long as no
actual damage resulted.

Instead of replying, she smacked the casserole onto
the tile counter and went to preheat the oven. Before he’d passed
away, Grandpa Ewell had done a good job of remodeling the room. Too
bad there wasn’t nearly enough floor space, especially for her and
a man she wished were standing in the next county, or maybe the
next solar system.

“Can I have some vino?” Cody
asked.

“What?” Marnie swung around in amazement.
“You let this child drink wine?”

“We do live in Italy.” Amusement lit Tom’s eyes.

“That’s reprehensible! It’s... it’s
unthinkable,” she sputtered.

“Calm down.” He moved past her and opened the
refrigerator. “Vino is what we call grape juice in our
household.” He took out a bottle of purple juice labeled for
children.

“Vino is Italian for wine.” Marnie
knew that much about the language. “You’re teaching him bad habits.
Just wait till my uncle gets here.” A minister, Norbert Galloway
adhered to old-fashioned morality.

“What’s your uncle Norbert going to do to me?” Tom
asked mildly. He poured the juice into a plastic cup and handed it
to his son. “Burning at the stake went out of style centuries
ago.”

Not if I had my way! Marnie bit down
on the words, aware that she was overreacting.

“Grazie.” Cody walked with a swinging
gait to the small breakfast table. He even moved like his father,
she noted with a pang.

“Never mind my uncle.” It had been a foolish threat.
“I meant you should strive to set a good example.” She removed the
foil from the casserole. “Kids are impressionable. Anything you do
or say has an effect.”

Tom leaned against the counter and watched
her slide the baking dish into the oven. “My parents weren’t good
role models, which means I’m forced to wing it. Olivia says I’m not
much better than a ragazzaccio, a naughty boy, myself.”

Olivia. The beautiful name brought home the
reality of this other woman, Cody’s mother. Even if she was no
longer Tom’s girlfriend, the two of them would be linked forever by
their son. “I suppose she’s very attractive.”

“Who?”

“Olivia.” Marnie opened the bag of prepared
salad greens and dumped them into a bowl, then set to work slicing
tomatoes.

“Actually, she’s kind of heavy.” From a
cabinet, Tom fetched a cookie sheet for toasting the bread.

“Lots of women have trouble losing weight
after childbearing.” Marnie didn’t care to hear him rave about
Cody’s mother, but a man ought to respect the mother of his own
child.

“It’s been nearly thirty years since Olivia
gave birth.” Tom chuckled. “I think she owes her weight to
fettuccine Alfredo and pasticcini—that’s baked
goods.”

“Nonna Olivia mi ama,” Cody chimed in
from the table.

“That means, ‘Grandma Olivia loves me,’ ” Tom
explained. “She’s kind of a substitute grandmother. She’s my
housekeeper.”

“Oh.” Marnie felt her cheeks flaming. “It might help
my mental landscape if you told me who his mother is.”

“Not in front of him. That would be
indiscreet, and I’m supposed to set a good example for my son,
aren’t I?” Tom quirked an eyebrow as he repeated her words.

Ragazzaccio, Marnie thought, barely
able to repress a smile of her own. Naughty boy. He certainly
resembled one at the moment.

None of Tom’s story fit the man she knew. An
accident? As an adult, he’d paid close attention to the smallest
detail in his life and his work. Exercising control to compensate
for the chaos of his upbringing, she’d assumed.

If this little guy had been unplanned,
Tom deserved credit for stepping up to his responsibilities, and
obviously he loved the child. One part of Marnie’s spirit applauded
her ex-husband’s responsibility and kindness. The other part
yearned to pitch something at him.

Maybe not every woman experienced such
intense longing for motherhood. Marnie almost wished she didn’t,
but as long as she could remember, she’d ached to hold a
bright-eyed baby, smelling of talcum powder and milk, in her arms.
To read her favorite books to a little girl or boy with chubby
hands and a vivacious smile. And to share her joy with a loving
husband.

She would have given almost anything, gone
almost anywhere with Tom, to bring her dream to reality. Instead,
the years were passing, and her arms were empty.

It would serve him right if she upended the
salad bowl over his arrogant head. Unfortunately, he knew her well
enough to shift out of reach whenever she moved in his direction.
The vigor with which she was cutting tomatoes might be contributing
to his skittishness, she admitted silently.

“Well?” he said.

“Well, what?”

“Are you planning to carve me up with that
knife, or forgive me?”

Forgive him? Marnie knew she had to accept
this turn of events. It went against the grain to hold a grudge,
and certainly the little boy sipping juice at the table deserved
nothing but tenderness.

But how could she forgive Tom, when it hurt
to see how happy he was, having a child without her? That was more
than Marnie could manage.

“You’re still alive,” she said. “Don’t push
your luck.”

His laughter rippled through the air. It had
been such a rare sound years ago that it stirred a touch of
pleasure, even now.

What a contrast to the bedraggled
sixteen-year-old who’d knocked at the back door one rainy autumn
evening. He’d quarreled with his drunken father, who’d thrown him
out.

His wet clothes had stuck to his thin frame,
and desperation twisted his face. He had nowhere to go, so he’d
turned to Marnie, his best friend.

Grandpa Ewell had died the previous year.
Despite their efforts to bolster each other, the teenage Marnie and
the then sixty-two-year-old Jolene had rattled around the house
like a pair of leftover bolts in an empty truck.

Granny had taken one glance at Tom and hauled
him inside. She’d clucked and fussed, clearly dismayed by his
father’s cruelty.

Before that day, Granny had appreciated that
Tom dropped by occasionally, volunteering to do chores without
expecting payment. Whenever he was invited to stay for dinner, he’d
beamed as if he were being handed a golden ticket to Paradise.

And so, that rainy autumn night, Granny urged
him to stay with them in exchange for helping around the farm. Tom
had leaped at the chance.

His presence had illuminated the house. Cold,
dark spaces turned warm again. His appreciation and his vitality
had been exactly what the two women needed.

And still needed, Marnie thought wistfully.
How much of their relationship had she fantasized, based on naïveté
and her emotional hunger?

She finished tossing the salad and noted that
the casserole wouldn’t be done for half an hour. “I’m going to see
Granny.”

That was
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